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Recite!

 In a cave on Mount Hira, outside the holy city of Mecca 
the better part of 1400 years ago, the Archangel Gabriel 
confronted a lonely mystic with the radical demand that 
he serve as medium for divine communication -- so the 
story goes. 

 This new found messenger of God, spokesman of a 
revelation that would continue through his life, this 
prophet of a religious view so alien to much of his 
culture, this orphaned shepherd and camel driver, 
whose simple diligence and honesty had earned him the 
nickname al-Amin, “the trustworthy,” this prophet of so 
simple a background, demonstrated his simplicity in the 
fact that, though profoundly intellectual and a student 
of both Judaism and Christianity, which he considered 
much advanced over the Arabic beliefs of his day, this 
inspiration to religious faith for so many was nonetheless 
unlettered.

Recite! -- he was commanded.
 Recite in the name of the Lord who created --
 Created humanity from a clot!
 Recite, for thy Lord is the Most Bountiful
 Who taught by the pen,
 Taught humanity what had not been known!

And that he did.
 Passage by passage the revelation unfolded.
 Passage by passage the Qur’an grew.

- o -

 “Allah is most great.



 Allah is most great . . . “ the Moslem hears the muezzin 
call from the minaret of the local mosque some fi ve times 
every day.
 “There is no god but God, and Muhammed is the 
messenger of God.
 Come to prayer.
 Come to salvation.
 Prayer is better than sleep.
 There is no god but God.”

- o -

 With some justifi cation, the followers of Islam would 
say that it is a simple faith of submission.
 The fi ve pillars of its faith -- the fi ve points to its 
rising star -- are the confession of faith in God as God 
and Muhammad as prophet; prayer at least fi ve times 
daily; almsgiving, both voluntary and by regulation; 
fasting through the sunlit hours during the month of 
Ramadan; and pilgrimage, at least once in a lifetime, to 
Mecca.
 Islam teaches that all people are equal in the eyes of 
God, and all are called to holy submission.

 The Qur’an, most modern Moslems would say, is the 
Word of God and must be understood as such.
 The Prophet, peace be upon him, they would say, is 
deserving of complete respect because he alone was 
able to receive the revelation.
 And life, they would say, must be in keeping with the 
teachings of the theocracy -- the holy leadership of 
Islam.

Islam [Seyyed Hossein Nasr has said] is a Divine 
revelation which was placed as a seed in the human 



heart which was the receptacle of this Divine message. 
Humanity is the container.
 We cannot break this container; we can only purify 
it and empty it of the pungent substance that fi lls it 
so that it can become worthy of receiving the Divine 
nectar.
 It is by emptying the cup that we become worthy 
of receiving the message of heaven.
 It is by becoming a worthy fi eld that the Divine 
seed becomes sown in it.
 The seed of Islam was placed in the human heart 
through the Qur’an, and the instrument of its 
propagation amongst humanity, the Prophet.
 From this seed there grew that spiritual tree 
which has created one of the greatest civilizations in 
history, a tree under whose shade a sizable segment 
of the human race live and die today and fi nd meaning 
and fulfi llment in life. [Ideals and Realities of Islam, 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1975, p. 38.]

 Mr. Nasr, a good Moslem, would argue that the Arabic 
language is essential to the Qur’an because that is what 
God used in the revelation.
 The very shape of the book is God’s decision . . . 
 . . . which is a thing I cannot accept.
 And though I can fi nd much good in Islam, I do so 
because I understand the nature of its revelation so 
differently from its own adherents.
 The Qur’an is a sacred text, to me, in the same way 
as any sacred writings, whether the Vedas, the Tao Teh 
Ching, the Bible or others.
 Its revelation -- like all revelations -- is an unfolding 
of human aspiration in the light of its day and the 



community to which it was addressed -- and it suffers 
from the limited perspective of that setting in life, as 
do all holy books.

 Thus I can fi nd much good in Islam, but I can fi nd 
much to which I would have to object, as well.
 Its treatment of women is unfortunate if not 
deplorable.
 Its present rigidity is tragic -- caused by a turning 
away from matters of the world that has characterized 
much of Islam for the past eight hundred years, though 
there was a golden age of openness before.
 And again, its failure to transcend its point of origin 
harms it grievously as Arabs continue to rank themselves 
fi rst among equals if not a bit superior.
 After all, their language is God’s.

 And though the Shi’ites are not the largest grouping in 
Islam -- a religion as diverse as Christianity or Unitarian 
Universalism -- the unfortunate tendency toward a 
martyr complex and a willingness to die for one’s faith 
and, barbarically, to kill for it as well, continues to rest 
too close to the heart of Islam. 

- o -

 But what does Islam say to us -- this so different and 
yet so similar faith -- what does it say that is positive?
 Where is its revelation consonant with our own?

 First, we should recognize that it is Unitarian.
 As our sister religion -- the third branch of the 
religious tradition shared with Judaism and Christianity 
-- it proclaims the one God.
 At one time the Unitarian believers of Transylvania 
were able to maintain their faith only because the 



Sultan insisted upon it and Austria, in whose territory 
the Unitarian region lay, was too weak to go against the 
Sultan’s will.
 So Unitarian helped Unitarian.
 It is worth remembering this indebtedness, I think.
 Too often we portray the intolerance of Islam and 
forget how tolerant it has been to others in other eras 
-- and thus, how tolerant it could be again.

 Second, the fi ve Islamic pillars of confession, prayer, 
charity, fasting and pilgrimage comprise a worthy model, 
too -- not so different, except in language, from what 
we would hold to be a righteous life.
 We could use this ability to set out our faith in a 
handful of simple points that aren’t so much doctrine as 
duty.
 The fi ve pillars are not for mere contemplation.
 They’re a design for a life of religious action.
 Let me draw the caricature in one image, if I may.
 We think of Moslems at prayer, bowed as the Qur’an 
says to bow.
 We think of Moslems acting out their faith -- 
sometimes in ways we’d rather not have. But how do we 
act out our own?
 What in our lives says, to ourselves and to others, 
that we are of a faith community?
 I think we need to ask this question -- and to answer 
it as well.

 But there’s one more element from Islam from which 
we can benefi t.
 The profound sense of kinship among Moslem believers 
is also worthy of emulation.



 All are sisters and brothers in faith, the Moslem 
says.
 All are equal in the eyes of God.
 We certainly pay lip service to this idea, but we need 
to do more.
 We don’t need to save others as much as we need to 
accept them.
 People don’t like to be helped by their superiors as 
much as they like it when an equal lends a hand.
 But do we do this internationally, or even within our 
nation?
 And for that matter, do we do it as a congregation or 
even as individuals?
 This is a question I don’t really like to hear.
 It cuts too close.

- o -

 So the good is there.
 Would that damnation were not so prominent in the 
Qur’an, too.
 But it is.
 “Take him and fetter him,” the Qur’an says of one 
who did not submit, “then roast him in Hell.”
 It’s not so different, I suppose, from remarks in 
the New Testament except in the pervasive conviction 
of the faithful that this account is true -- that these 
words are God’s, not just the Prophet’s.

 Perhaps, there’s an important warning for us, however, 
even in this unfortunate situation -- especially in the 
narrowness of much of today’s Islam.
 For Islam is close to us in its fundamentals, and the 



narrowness it exhibits we could exhibit as well.
 I suppose that this is why I worry so much when 
I hear Unitarian Universalists who interpret their 
particular perspective as the dominant one if not the 
only appropriate one in our tradition.
 I look back to the more rational Islam of 600 years 
ago and wonder if we could not move in the same 
unfortunate directions if we don’t profi t from history. 
And what a sorry thing that would be!

 But let us close more positively.
 Islam speaks to the needs of many.
 It raises their souls.
 It gives them hope and centers their lives.
 And as we are of one family, this desert faith that 
has spread so far can speak to us too -- negatively, yes, 
but more so, positively -- if we but seek to understand. 
Amen.


