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Christians and Muslims

Our scripture lesson today comes from Isaiah 56:1-8.  Listen to God’s Word.

Thus says the Lord, “Keep justice and do righteousness, for soon my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed.  Blessed is the man who does this and the son of man who holds it fast, who keeps the Sabbath, not profaning it, and keeps his hand from doing any evil.”

Let not the foreigner who has joined himself to the Lord say, “The Lord will surely separate me from his people,” and let not the eunuch say, “Behold, I am a dry tree.”  For thus says the Lord, “To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my covenant, I will give in my house and within my walls a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off.  

“And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord, and to be his servants, everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does not profane it, and holds fast my covenant- these I will bring to my holy mountain and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar, for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.”  

The Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel declares, “I will gather yet others to them besides those already gathered.”

This is the word of the Lord.

Trouble in the world.


In a book I have of children’s letters to God one child wrote, “God, it’s okay that you make different religions but don’t you get mixed up sometimes? From, Arnold.”  I believe that Arnold’s question is one that we often face.  What do we think of these other religions?  The 2003 US Census tells us that of the 6.5 billion people in the world today 2 billion consider themselves to be associated with Christianity.  And 1.25 billion are Muslim.  Just over 30% Christian and just over 20% are Muslim.  These are the two largest faith groups in the world, the third being the Hindu religion at 830 million.  In the United States there are 7 Million Muslims!  In New Jersey there are over 50,000 Muslims.  


If you would have asked me two months ago what I knew about the Muslim faith, I would have been ashamed to say, “Not too much.”  I could maybe tell you that they believed Mohammed was a prophet and that they make their women cover their heads, but other than that I was pretty ignorant.  Because of our government’s recent involvement in predominately Muslim countries, as well as their significant percentage of the world’s population, I believe that it is important for us to not only get to know these neighbors of ours, but also think about what our relationship is to them.  


I recently traveled to Egypt with a group of 5 other seminary students.  Egypt is 90% Muslim and less than 9% Christian.  5 times a day the call to prayer goes out from Mosques calling, “Allah is Great, Allah is Great, I bear witness that there is no divinity but Allah, I bear witness that Muhammad is Allah's Messenger, I bear witness that Muhammad is Allah's Messenger, Hasten to the prayer, Hasten to the prayer, Hasten to real success, Hasten to real success, Allah is Great, Allah is Great, There is no divinity but Allah” I was there for 20 days so I heard this a grand total of 100 times.  If nothing else it makes you question, “What do I think about Muhammed?”  Was Muhammed God’s messenger?


Our question basically is “Who are these other people, these foreigners?  And what is my relationship to them?”  Should I “live and let live,”  should I “evangelize them?”  They claim to worship the God of Abraham, and that is who I worship, so do we worship the same God? 


We are not the first to be asking these questions.
Trouble in the text.


After returning from exile, a group of Hebrews  around the 8th century BC, were concerned about the foreigners who were with them and what their relation was to them.  This passage in Isaiah tells us that God is also concerned.  Apparently these foreigners are “joining” themselves to God.  The eunuchs are, “keeping the Sabbath and holding fast to the covenant.”  What is up with that?  Don’t they realize they are not Hebrews?  But this is not the question that is being addressed.  The question being addressed is not who do we think they are, but who does God say they are… and “What is God going to do with them?”  There is no question as to whom they are worshipping, they are worshipping the one true God by “keeping the Sabbath and holding fast to the covenant.” God’s response is to welcome their worship and include them in God’s house of prayer.  

But this does not sound like a parallel situation to the modern day Muslim Christian relationship.  In Isaiah they all agree that they are worshipping the same God, today we do not all keep the same Sabbath, or hold fast to the same covenant.  We welcome anyone who would like to come join us, unlike the Hebrews who sound like they were a little exclusivistic.  But the last line of this passage does address our modern situation.  At least I would like to suggest that it might.  

Grace in the World.


While in Egypt I hounded the Christians there to answer what they thought about the Muslims, I had no idea what I thought and figured that maybe someone else had it figured out.   And I was not the only one…the 6 of us seminary students as well as 8 Cairo seminary students heard from and in turn questioned one speaker after another on this issue.  We had one expert on Middle Eastern Studies, Dr. Mark Swanson, practically pinned against the wall as we fired one question after another into his camp.  The reason that he received such direct fire from us typically peace loving seminary students was because he seemed so comfortable with Islam, a tradition that made us about as comfortable as a 10 hour car ride with no bathroom breaks.  We all squirmed in our chairs, leaning forward to catch every one of his words as he answered questions like, “What do you think about the fact that Islam mentions Jesus in the Koran, but not as a messiah?”  “How do we understand the Koran’s teachings that Abraham was going to sacrifice Ishmael, when our bible tells us that it was Isaac?”  “Do you think that Muhammed is a true prophet of God and that God continues to reveal God’s self though modern prophets?”  “Do you think that the Muslims worship the same God we do?” “Would you do evangelism to the Muslims?” and most directly “What would you think if your son decided to become Muslim?”  

Dr. Swanson did his best at fielding our questions, but the common theme through all of his answers was his acknowledgement of the sovereignty of God in all of these situations.  Could God reveal God’s self through another prophet?  Perhaps, if God chose to, but God tells us in the Gospel of John, from Jesus’ own mouth that “I am the way the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me.”  But despite even  his own personal conviction in Jesus Christ and the Triune God as the center of our faith, he still allowed God to be God, all powerful, untamed, soverign… Dr. Swanson’s definition of salvation was, “Salvation comes when our Diety has his way with us.”  And that is the message of this Isaiah passage.


Grace in the text.

Instead of a nice grocery list of who is in and who is out, God instead expresses God’s sovereignty.  God tells us to keep justice and do righteousness. And then God tells us what God is going to do.  God says he will bring salvation and reveal deliverance.  God will not separate the eunuch from the people, but instead gift him with gifts more valuable than sons and daughters.  God will bring those who keep the Sabbath and hold fast to his covenant to God’s holy mountain, to God’s house, which is a house of prayer for all peoples.  Isaiah is not interested in what we will do or what we think or even what Dr. Mark Swanson thinks, but rather what God will do.  At this point it seems clear that those who choose God, God will choose, and God will bring others to God’s self and we will be able to easily identify them by their Sabbath keeping and their holding fast to the covenant, maybe we can make them badges when they decide to join up.  


But Isaiah does not leave us with a country club view of God’s people.  There is no membership card, no class ring, or even attendance taking that can give a specific list of who God has called, because in the last line Isaiah reports that, “The Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel declares, ‘I will gather others to them, besides those already gathered.’ “  So God reserves the right to always gather more to the gathering.  Gilda Radner would call this delicious ambiguity.  How deliciously ambiguous of God, how rightfully soverign of God to reserve the right to keep salvation as God’s business and our business the business of living justly and righteously.  


How then do we keep justice and do righteousness with these foreigners?  In Alexandria there is a church called Saray.  Pastor Gendy began working there in 1984.  He and a woman named Nancy started a school for kids in the area with disabilities.  They began with kids in the church, then as the program grew they included kids in the neighborhood.  Because of the extreme poverty of the people in the area the church funds the tuition for the children, but as congregation members pledged money Pastor Gendy was worried as he saw them designate their funds for Christian children only.   After 5 years he finally got the church to approve to use the money for Christian or Muslim children, without designation.  As Muslim women picked up and dropped off their kids Nancy answered questions such as “Why do you accept our children?” and “Why do you pay for our children?”  In their service, Pastor Gendy and Nancy are keeping justice and doing righteousness to their foreign neighbors.  These others, these foreigners, are the ones whom they serve.  And in their service they are witnessing to the one triune God.  And with my new Egyptian friend Medhat we can affirm that when we love our neighbors in this way it is because it is not our heart that loves, but Christ’s heart within us.  God’s business is salvation; our business is to walk with God in justice and righteousness.  This is the way in which our sovereign God desires us to live with others and in doing so, we are bringing glory to God.

