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I will always remember a painting on the wall aftaurch in Turkey. It was in Istanbul, which was enc
known as Constantinople. It was for a time the tchjpif the Holy Roman Empire and thus was namest aft
the Emperor Constantine. It was the center of @angy for many years. Later it would become thpitol
of the Ottoman Empire, one of the longest and geehMuslim empires the world has ever known.

The church | was in dated back to the days of Gmtiste in the fourth century. The painting depidied
mountainous cliffs separated by a deep dark ch@nuane of the cliffs were hordes of human beingsn,m
women and children. On the other was God in aflisfmasculine glory with long white hair and beard.
Floating above the dark chasm was a handsome yiesug. He had one hand reaching over to the people
and one hand connecting him (and them) to God.

This was the clearest representation | had ever cielie Christian notion of Jesus being the bridgeveen
God and humanity. As it says in the Gospel of J&besus said, ‘| am the way and the truth anditte,Ino
one cometh unto the Father but by me.” (14:6) lanbs such paintings and representations of God are
prohibited. However, if this were a mosque and sowges were allowed, the picture would be the same
except for one significant change. The bridge wawdtibe made up of Jesus. It would not be madd up o
Mohammed! For centuries most westerners have cedftiee figure of Jesus in Christianity with theufig
of Mohammed in Islam. However, if this were a paigtdepicting the Muslim religion, instead of Jesus
being the bridge, a large version of the QuranMhslim Holy book, would be laying across the chasm
between humanity and God. You see, the Quranlg@dm as Jesus is to Christianity. Each one isidensd
to be the Word of God made flesh. Each one is thbtagbe the visible glory of the invisible God.dBsone
is believed respectively to be the basis of athtiand the foundation of all knowledge...to be Ged&lom
and thought made real in our world. Each is deetoexinbody the fullness of divinity and to revead th
reality of God. Each is all one needs to know agltklze in in order to live in God.

In Christianity it's understood that the word of tbord has come to many prophets, until finallyudeShrist
came and the “Word became flesh and dwelt amorigiefrews 1:1-2 says: “long ago God spoke to our
ancestors in many and various ways... but in thesedlys he has spoken to us by a Son.” The origim
idea of the Word of God goes back to ancient phpbg. Prior to the emergence of Christianity,
philosophers began to understand God as “thepiinstiple” which was thought to be beyond time and
change.

Since God was beyond time and change, these ppiies® had to come up with some way to explain how
this God could enter the world. God could not b&hlieyond time and change and also act in thisdv&ao,
in order to explain how a timeless God interactét e world, the philosophers developed the motib

the Logos—which is thought to be a mediating ppleciThis Logos orders the world and makes it realke
and intelligible. It can be thought of as the gaglprinciple of creation. This principle-along wiBod-pre-
existed creation. And while God cannot be in theldydhese principles that order the world arehosirt

very nature part of existence.

Without going too far into abstract philosophyra just say that the way that Christian scholarvicwed
the intellectuals of their time of the idea thaduewas God on earth was by explaining that Jeagdive
Logos (or Word of God) incarnated. Philosophersakiteat an unchanging God could not possibly come
into the world of change. However, with a littleagination, God's mediating principle, which wasatty
active in the world could become flesh and borntesould come to teach us and redeem us and hédpave
God's will.



Then, when Islam developed six hundred years a#tgus, the notion of the Word becoming flesh taok o
new meaning. It is important here to note that 9ésa central figure in Islam. Muslims believehe virgin
birth of Jesus (as we heard in our reading on Many) that he healed the blind and raised the deee).
even believe that on the Day of Judgment, Jesus@vile again and return to Jerusalem and humaoryist
will come to a close. They believe that Jesus didctes, and they even tell of miracles not writiethe
Christian Gospels. One of the miracles of JestisarQuran is that he makes a bird out of clay aitil the
permission of Allah breathes the breath of lif@irt Another miracle of Jesus found in the Qurad Bot in
the Gospels is that as an infant in his cradles)essaid to have spoken as if he were a maturé adu

In the Quran it is written that Allah says:

O Jesus, son of Mary! Remember My favour umio gnd unto your mother; how | strengthened yoh wit
the holy Spirit, so that you spoke unto mankinthie cradle as in maturity; and how | taught you the
Scripture and Wisdom and the Torah and the Goapdlhow you did shape of clay as it were the likene
of a bird by My permission, and did blow upon idlah[became] a bird by My permission, and you loigl
him who was born blind and the leper by My pernaissi. . (Qur'an 5:109-110)

The reason that the Quran so often repeats theswbydVly Permission” is that for Muslims, while diss
performed many miracles, he is not considered tmedd God or God incarnate or the Word of God.

Like all other major prophets in Islam, when a Mussays the name Jesus they add to it “May peace be
upon him”. They say this when they reference anthefgreat prophets, from Adam to Abraham, to Josep
to Jesus, and of course Mohammed (peace be upoh him

As | said before, in Islam the Quran is the Holyrd/of God made manifest. One of the reasons that
Muslims believe that God sent the Quran through &femed was because of this mistake that Christians
had made regarding God's teaching, that Jesust@assGod. For Muslims, the notion that Jesus wag G
amounts to idolatry and cannot be reconciled withitlea of monotheism.

Due to the errors of Christianity, it is thoughtMyslims that God sent one final book. The Torati te
Gospels were God's earlier attempts, but due tahwuorruption God's message was garbled and
misunderstood. So, in this last and final revelgti@od was explicit that Jesus is not God and eeith
Mohammed. Both are prophets of God and Mohammeg freace be upon him) is the final prophet.

God also made it clear that this last book canedtdnslated from its original Arabic. Each Musliinpm
whatever land, must learn Arabic and the Quran fesetad in its original tongue. This is not onbnd to
avoid the errors of translation (which have plagGédistianity), but also because it's thought trdy the
language of Arabic, its sound, its script, andntsaning, can contain the full truth and beauty ofi'G
Word. It was during the month of Ramadan that Geglln to reveal the Quran to Mohammed. Since the
Islamic calendar is based on the lunar cycle, #asen of Ramadan changes. This year in this month,
Ramadan overlaps with the Christian observancedoEAt.

Advent in Christianity is the time before Christnvalsen Christians wait and anticipate the comingesius.

At this time it's customary for Christians to reszbut the selection of Mary as the mother of Gdek Bas a
young peasant from Galilee who was unwed whenrtgelaGabriel came to ask her to become the mother
of God. Tradition has it that Mary was a virgin wghe became pregnant. In many ways she was an
unlikely vehicle for God to enter the world. Shesveapoor and unknown women. In many ways Mohammed
in Islam can be compared to Mary in Christianite tdo was an unlikely vehicle for God's Word toeent

the world. He was an orphan whose father died bdferwas born and whose mother died when he was six
years old. He went to live with his grandfather vihaourn died two years later. Finally his unclekdim in

and raised him to be a merchant.



His upbringing is an unglamorous story of loss gnef and dependence. He never learned to readita. w
The belief that he was illiterate is central t@islin that it meant his soul was pure and virginafefiled

by human knowledge. Like Mary, his purity made kwarthy of receiving the Divine Word. He was known
in his home city of Mecca as al-Amin —the honest-omhich was an unusual title for a merchant froaitya
that was reputed as a place of extortion and usury.

Increasingly he retreated from the chaos of thetoipray in the mountains around Mecca. And omgati
known as the Night of Destiny, the silence of hisditation was broken. Mohammed was in meditatioa in
cave on the mountain of Hira when he too, like Magfore him, was visited by the angel Gabriel-the
messenger of God. It has been written that:

This was Muhammad's first experience of revaatAfter that, we have recordings of what actpall
happened, because it took place in the full ligiday with his companions around him. Muhammad oul
all of a sudden fall silent, his face would grow Bnd perspire even on cold days, and they sgolifwvere
near him you'd hear something like humming arousddte. This would last for a few minutes, anchthe
it left him, Muhammad would recite new verses & Quran. These states of the revelation would simpl
descend on him. He could not invite them. He cowtdavert them. They might happen while he was
making a speech, while he was sitting, even whelevhs riding his camel. He commanded his scribes to
record the verses of the Quran he recited... Sty#iByi the revelations are very different from Muhaad's
own recorded words — as different as the greatagessof Shakespeare compared with the popular. dress

These verses were written down on parchment arydacld even on the bones from the shoulder blades of
camels. Many people accused Mohammed of plagiangnch is understandable in that many of his storie
and their characters are the same as ones in thé &ad the Christian Bible. But for Muslims thgspiroof

of authenticity and continuity rather than imitatidt's said that the Quran represents the “pirmatl

literary beauty and excellence in the Arabic Larggua

Muslims point to Mohammed's humble background tiverthat he could not be the author. Even durisg hi
lifetime there were accusations that he and hispeomnons wrote the Quran. However, in the Qurarifitse
there is a challenge to any one or any group tteverpassage as beautiful as the ones in the Qwodar in
fourteen hundred years, we are told that no ondodas able to come up with even one line that coespa
beauty and style. It is thought by Muslims that @wean is the only living miracle. Today no othdraunle

of any of the prophets still exists.

Karen Armstrong in her book, The History of Godtest

...early biographers of Muhammad constantly desdhe wonder and shock felt by the Arabs whewg the
heard the Quran for the first time. Many were cotedon the spot, believing that God alone coutmbant
for the extraordinary beauty of the language. 2

...Itis as though Muhammad had created an é&ntiew literary form...Without [this] it is extremely
unlikely that Islam would have taken root. We haeen that it took the ancient Israelites seven tathd
years to break with their old allegiances and acogmotheism, but Muhammad managed to help thesArab
achieve this difficult transition in a mere twertyee years. Muhammad as poet and prophet andutanQ
as text and theophany are surely an unusuallyirsfrikstance of the deep congruence that existgdaet art
and religion. 3

The Quran was compiled over twenty-three years alsavhmed received the revelations in the seventh
century in the full light of history. He memorizé#te text and others copied it down and memorized it
well. Twenty years after Mohammed's death, higikeddUthman found one authentic version and had al
other versions destroyed. He had copies of thigjitoal” version sent to all of the Capitols of tlstamic



world. Two of these copies still exist in the wottdlay. One is in Istanbul. Unlike other religidasoks, its
original language is a living language spoken blionis of people today.

Scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr tells us that:

“For Muslims, everything about the Quran isredc- its sound, the very words of the Arabic lagg
chosen by God to express His message, the letterBich it is written, and even the parchment aapgo
that constitutes the physical aspect of the saerdd Muslims carry the Quran with full awarenesg®
sacred reality and usually do not touch it unlbey have made their ablutions and are rituallyrcl@&ey
kiss it and pass under it when going on a jouraag, many carry small copies of it with them atiatles for
protection. The Quran is that central sacred pasamich determines all aspects of Muslim life &mel
source and fountainhead of all that can be auttehticalled Islamic.” 4

So this season the celebration of Ramadan andofexance of Advent come together. In each traditio
there's a story about the angel Gabriel annourtbia@rrival of the Word of God. In each traditiberte's a
person of humble origin who becomes the vehicléSod's entrance into the world. In each tradit®ogd is
depicted like a distant monarch who is externghtoworld. In each tradition, God is also depictatering
the world only in one very specific way at one vepgcific time, in a particular culture with a peutar
language.

For decades, many Unitarian Universalists and diberal religious people have rejected such aidtial
notion of reality in which a transcendent God whexternal to the world comes to be a part of tbddv
only in one form and at only one time. Sally McFagsia Professor of Theology at Vanderbilt Univigrdn
her book The Body of God she asks us to imagitieeif\Word made Flesh” was not limited to the idéa o
Jesus of Nazareth or for that matter, the QuraratWiit referred to the body of the universe? Wih#te
many and varied bodies of our own cosmos wereigiel® signs of the invisible God?

She does not try to imply that the cosmos is time &tal of God's grandeur (although others haveentiaalt
case). McFague sees the universe as the Loges;id made flesh as a mediating factor to help us
understand God and our world. She writes,

We might begin to realize the extraordinaringfsthe ordinary. We would begin to delight in drea, not
as the work of an external deity, but as a sacraofahe living God. ... [in this way we might readizhat]
we live and move and have our being in God. .. &sdaot occur only at one place, but everywherenand
just in one form but in an infinite myriad of forns

She adds that: “If God is physical, then the aestlaad the ethical unite: praising God in and tigio the
beauty of the bodies entails caring for the mostdiaeeds of all bodies on the planet.” 6 The motibthe
cosmos as the Body of God that McFague offerstisdodatry because she is not confusing the cosnitts
God. She is suggesting that it is the place “wli@wd is present to us.” For one thing, if all bodiiesm
heavenly bodies to human bodies) make up the bb@pd, then we get away from the male notion of God
as father and Jesus or the Quran as the singuaession of God on earth.

The ethic that would result would be egalitariad ann-hierarchical. The concepts of God in both
Christianity and Islam are by their very nature&iehical and have tended towards the domination an
maltreatment of women, the earth, and others. i&tttme when billions of people around the world ar
celebrating the announcement of the Word of Godircgrto earth in very specific ways... | stand before
you to say that revelation is not over! It did happen only once, thousand or more years ago ith@no
time, and culture and language. In the words ofithiarian minister Marilyn Sewell: “The Holy isvaays
bursting forth in startling ways in all our liveand it's for us to prepare for the birth, to expghet
unexpected, to be the instrument, to make roorthiHoly.” In this hectic holiday season, may eaths



make room in our lives for the Holy to enter. Amdso doing, may peace be upon you and yours ard all
creation.

Amen.
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