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A Female Deacon Speaks to Radical Islam 
(Mark 1:29-39) 

 

You might guess by my sermon title that the unspeakably violent 
murder of Jordanian Pilot, Lt. Muath Al-Kaseasbeh, influenced my 
reading of today’s message from the Gospel of Mark.  26-year-old 
Muath was caged and burned alive by people claiming to be 
devoutly religious.  In addition, the final American hostage, Kayla 
Mueller, held captive by the Islamic state for two years, is now 
also said to be deceased. 
 
I’m not the most adept religious scholar…so I can’t seem to find 
the religious teachings that tell us to do things like that.  Most of 
you know, I like to study and question literal teachings and that 
when I pray asking God to “set our hearts on fire,” it’s a metaphor. 
 
Metaphors, stories, and poetry are some of our limited human 
means to describe the Divine indescribable.  None of our words or 
phrases or books are big enough to hold or capture God.  All our 
words can do is help to point us toward God. 
 
Today’s text, attempts to point us in that direction by describing all 
the critical pieces needed to practice religion in an ideal manner - 
all the pieces for us to build a strong religious core:  worship, 
service, prayer, and witness.  Burning people alive doesn’t seem 
to be in there. 
 
I’m so disgusted by murderous criminal psychopaths posing as 
devout religious Muslims, that I can hardly manage my contempt. 
 
What’s wrong with people?  Why would anyone be drawn to such 
a heartless violent religion?  This is not a religion devoted to God.   
 
How can people keep attending mosques and practicing Islam? 
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For that matter, why attend any religious establishment, like a 
church? 
 
Mark answers that with this story. 
 
It begins with Jesus and his friends having been at worship 
together in the synagogue - then they go out into the world, as 
Jesus demonstrates - healing people, practicing prayer, telling 
others about God, doing some more healing and service, and 
going back to worship again. 
 
It’s a cycle, like:  Worship, rinse, repeat.  Worship, heal, pray, tell, 
heal some more, worship again…again and again…Again and 
again you will see this pattern in the Gospel. 
 
That’s a pretty cool religion - practicing a moral and ethical order 
for life.  People coming together to communally pray, support one 
another, learn and discern God’s will, then heading into the world 
to serve, individually checking in with God, recharging through 
prayer and more discernment, telling others, doing some more 
service, and returning to worship. 
 
I think it’s also pretty cool that doing service or the healing others 
part happens twice in the cycle.  That tells me how important 
service was for Jesus. 
 
It’s the pattern that sustained Jesus and his followers.  It was the 
pattern that sustained Martin Luther King, Jr. and religious civil 
rights leaders.  This pattern has sustained the lives of many 
people who have fought and struggled for years with injustices, 
poverty, and illness.  It is a pattern you can count on to sustain 
you.  Like AA says, “It works, if you work it.” 
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While Muslims revere Jesus, the brutality we have witnessed in 
recent months by the leaders of the radical militant Islamic State, 
looks nothing like Jesus’ pattern. 
 
Where is the healing?  Where is there service to others and 
mercy?  People who kidnap and kill in the manner we have seen 
are simply void of empathy.  They are psychopaths asserting their 
power over helpless victims and practicing no religious moral and 
ethical order at all. 
 
They are certainly radically devout to something - hate, 
intimidation, and for some, their own idolatrous interpretations of 
devotion to Allah.  If they practice any discernment, it’s a 
monologue of their own ideas, not a dialogue with God or a 
compassionate religious community. 
 
While I am strongly condemning radical Islam, we should not 
forget that within Christianity the years of Inquisition murdered 
many people through torture.  In addition, tens of thousands of 
witches were burned alive in Europe, by Christians.  One of our 
church forefathers, the early Christian reformer, priest and 
philosopher, Jan Hus, who influenced Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli, 
leading to our current reformed UCC, was also burned at the 
stake for heresy by other Christians. 
 
If we look through history, we see torturous death by burning 
across cultures. 
 
Rome burned many early Christian martyrs. 
 
In Jesus’ day, there was much evil and violence.  People who 
opposed the Roman authorities were put to death.  Poor people 
suffering from poverty and disease had no voice and no power to 
make change.  People were desperate and in need.  We’re told 
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that the ENTIRE town gathered at Simon’s door after Jesus cured 
his mother-in-law.  
 
Jesus risked his own health, touching the feverishly ill woman.  
He held her hand.  He had compassion.  He later went on tour 
healing folks and throwing out their demons throughout the area.  
I am certain he was holding the 26-year-old hands of Lt. Muath, 
through the bars of his cage, and Kayla’s as she endured in 
captivity and the shadow of death. 
 
I understand that many Muslims feel desperate and needy today. 
Many are living in war zones, lacking basic needs.  Some are 
gullible to following false prophets, and some are simply forced 
into it. 
 
Some are voiceless victims themselves, like Muslim women who 
can be put to death for many reasons. 
 
In the bible, Simon’s wife will remain forever voiceless.  We don’t 
know how she felt about her husband joining up with 
Jesus…leaving his family and going on some religious mission, 
which he will lose his life for. 
 
Simon’s mother-in-law also doesn’t speak, but her actions say 
much.  She role models what it means to be religious, in the 
manner St. Francis suggested:  “Preach the Gospel at all times, 
and if necessary, use words.”   
 
This older woman silently models how we are to respond to 
having Jesus come and save our very lives.  She gets up and 
serves others.  While simply providing food and hospitality is 
indeed a divine service, she does more than that.  The verb that is 
used to describe her service is not used for domestic matters.  It’s 
the same verb used to describe the type of divine service the 
angels provided to Jesus to keep him alive during his forty days in 



 

  5 

the wilderness.  In Greek the word is diakoneo.
1
  Can any of you 

think of word that sounds sort of similar, that we sometimes use in 
church?  DEACON - Yes, deacons are folks who provide worthy, 
sacred, life-giving service to others and to the church. 
 
Thankfully we have a lot of deacons in this congregation. 
 
The diaconate is part of the religious structure of some 
denominations.  Paul referred to some of the women serving with 
him as Deacons, so don’t let folks tell you that Paul said women 
couldn’t be in ministry.  All to often, people after Paul wrote things 
in his name and interpreted things to their liking. 
 
Much the same happens in all religions.  Muslims have been 
fighting about what Muhammed said and who should control the 
religion since the time of his death.  That’s why there is bitter  
rivalry between Shites and Sunnis.   
 
Yet there was a time for centuries in Spain when al-Andalus was 
ruled by a deposed Muslim prince’s family.  This dynasty valued 
education, science, and math and built many libraries filled with 
books at a time when most of Europe was barbarian.  They were 
cosmopolitan for their day and willing to work together with 
Christians and Jews in politics and governing.  
 
There are many forms of Islamic law - beyond the sharia we hear 
of.  In medieval Spain, a law that was valued was called ijtihad.  
Today we hear of jihad instead, not the law of ijtihad.  Jihad 
means to struggle against nonbelievers as a way of turning to 
God.  Ijtihad means to struggle with oneself as a way of turning to 
God.  It requires diligence, independent critical thinking, and 

                                                 
1 The New Interpreter’s Study Bible, page 1807. 
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reasoning, especially on matters where the Quran is silent.
2
  It 

requires more than imitating religious leaders.  One has a 
responsibility to think for oneself.  I like to think of it sort of like 
discernment.  It’s not just want I think or want, but rather deep 
thought and prayer that reveals God’s still speaking intentions. 
 
Today, there are websites about ijtihad trying to promote its 
revival.  Sadly, more than half a century ago, the independent 
thinking Muslims of the Iberian peninsula were overthrown by 
more conservative Muslims and ijtihad was suppressed.  I believe 
we need to talk about it more than we do jihad or violent forms of 
sharia law.  I believe it is one way we can serve, by bringing 
attention to positive elements in Islam, supporting them, rather 
than constant attention on the negative.  What we attend to 
grows. 
 
Rather than focus on the negative, I believe our efforts are better 
spent building up the positive so that one day it overtakes the 
negative. 
 
Some day, I might want to write a play about Simon’s mother-in-
law discussing radical Islam with an ancient Islamic female saint 
named Rabia of Basra.  Rabia lived in what is now Iraq in the 
century after Muhammed. 
 
Reports differ somewhat about her life, but she was very popular 
and stories tend to agree that she was from a poor family and as 
a child stolen and sold into slavery in a brothel, where she was 
physically and sexually abused. 
 

                                                 
2 http://www.pascalsview.com/pascalsview/2006/02/the-importance-of-learning-the-meaning-of-
ijtihad.html  Retrieved 2-4-15 

http://www.pascalsview.com/pascalsview/2006/02/the-importance-of-learning-the-meaning-of-ijtihad.html
http://www.pascalsview.com/pascalsview/2006/02/the-importance-of-learning-the-meaning-of-ijtihad.html
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I like to imagine Simon’s mother-in-law serving her, as Rabia tells 
of some things she learned from enduring harsh treatment.  One 
of her poems referring to her love of God says: 
 
“My body is covered with wounds this world made, but I still 

longed to kiss Him, even when God said, “Could you also 
kiss the hand that caused each scar, for you will not find me 
until you do.” 3  

 

Supposedly, someone once asked Rabia if she hated Satan and 
the evil she endured.  She replied: "My love to Allah has so 
possessed me that no place remains for loving or hating any 
save Him.”

4
 

 

Evil can not stand, unless we give it support.  We needn’t allow 
innocent lives to be taken.  I believe we should do what we can to 
prevent that, but we also can not allow evil to steal our love, our 
hearts, our minds, our souls, and our religion.  We need to 
practice our religious cycles to withstand the world’s evil, growing 
our love and closeness to God, even if all we do is silently go on 
serving others, like Simon’s mother-in-law demonstrates.  Amen.  
 

                                                 
3 Ladinsky, Daniel.  Love Poems from God, 2002, pg 21 
4 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabia_Basri), Retrieved 2-5-15. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabia_Basri

