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Using this Packet in Your Community

Options for Education Programs
Mary: From Jewish Maiden to Queen of the Universe
Using the Educational Resources written by Mary Christine 
Athans, BVM, Ph.D., develop a multi-week series, tracing the 
of thought on Mary through history. You may also use the 
included Sample Education Program to host a four-session 
series.

Mary: In Her Own Place and Time
Invite a local church historian or expert in First Century 
Judaism to present on what Mary’s life would have been like. 
Alternatively, play the podcast with Elizabeth Johnson, “Will 
the Real Mary Please Stand Up” for an audience. Consider 
offering the essay on the oldest securely datable image of Mary 
in the Annunciation as a starting place for your discussion. 
Offer the enclosed essays to attendees (permission is granted 
by FutureChurch). 

Rethinking the Annunciation
Using the essay by Judith Davis, (permission is granted by 
FutureChurch), explore the empowered Mary who partnered 
with God to bring forth a new understanding of her role in 
our salvation history.  Invite participants to use this essay to 
begin a discussion of the role of Mary in each person’s life. 
Read and discuss the poem by Denise Levertov: how does 
this poem change your understanding of the Annunciation?

Small Faith Sharing Groups
Gather a group of people together to read and discuss the 
enclosed resources. Consider using the following questions 
for discussion: what in the reading surprised me? what in 
the reading challenged my view of Mary? what in the reading 
supported my view of Mary? what impact will this reading 
have on my spiritual life/life of faith?

Options for Celebrations
Prayer Service Honoring Mary as Peacemaker:  Healing the Divide 
between Christians and Muslims
Use the prayer service included in this resource to celebrate 
the Feast of the Annunciation and the possibilities for 
healing the misunderstandings, mistrust and divide between 
Christians and Muslims.  Work with a local Mosque and 
invite Muslims and Christians to be a part of a prayer service 
that centers on Mary as a healer of the divisions between 
Christians and Muslims.

After the prayer service have a program or discussion 
circle to promote inter-faith exchange and understanding.  
Read the resources on Mary in the Qur’an and discuss the 
ways she is viewed in Islam and Christiantiy.  Discuss the 
implications for Christian-Muslim relations.  

Mary: An Inter-Faith Celebration
Invite people of Christian and Muslim backgrounds from 
your community or from neighboring communities to 
share food and give short witnesses about their culture’s 
experience and celebration of Mary during the Feast of the 
Annunciation. You might consider asking a member of 
your local Muslim community to help you plan and prepare 
a traditional Iftar meal -- used to break the day-time fast 
during Ramadan (the Qur’an places the annunciation 
during this month). 

Create a simple prayer service together by identifying 
relevant prayers, poetry or music from each tradition to be 
played or sung at the celebration. Use the notes included 
with the prayer service to help you plan. 

This list of options is not meant to be exhaustive. Nor are the options mutually exclusive. They may be used in conjunction with 
one another. For example, you may wish to combine an education program and celebration or prayer service in one morning or 
evening.  If FutureChurch can be of any assistance to you as your make your plans please let us know by email or phone. We  
would love to hear what you’re doing! Feel free to share your celebrations and pictures with us.  

m a r y  o f  n a z a r e t h Feast of the Annunciation
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m a r y  o f  n a z a r e t h

MARY OF NAZARETH &
THE ANGEL OF THE ANNUNCIATION
Beginning with a Question, Ending with a 
Partnership by Judith Davis

Five months before Mary was perplexed by her visitor, the husband 
of her cousin Elizabeth had encountered the same angelic being:  
Gabriel, “who stands in the presence of God” and who had made 
a similar announcement of an exceptional conception.  Zechariah 
had evidently blurted out his doubt-filled question about Elizabeth’s 
pregnancy before thinking, and that hesitation deprived him of his 
voice for months to come.  Mary, on the other hand, gave Gabriel’s 
words some thought.  She was “perplexed” by his greeting:  baffled, 
puzzled, bewildered.  Who was this?  How did he enter her home?  
Why was he speaking to her in that way?  What could “the Lord is 
with you” mean?  Of course the Lord was with her.  The Lord was with 
every faithful Jew—that was part of God’s covenant with the Chosen 
People.   

But Mary kept her counsel.  She wondered, waited and listened in 
silence. Gabriel spoke again to reassure her.”Do not be afraid.”  (The 
angel had reassured Zechariah with the same words, and in nine 
months thousands of Gabriel’s companions would  say “Fear not” 
to the shepherds who cowered in the light of their splendor.)   “You 
have found favor with God.”  And what did that mean?  His next 
words came as a surprise, a shock.  A child?  God’s child?  God’s son?  
What did that mean, and how would it happen?  All her perturbing 
questions resolved into one.  She was not doubtful, only curious. 

“How can this be?”

We haven’t made enough of Mary’s question.  There she was, in the 
presence of the one who stood in God’s presence, a being awe-
inspiring enough that even Mary’s body language—much less the 
transparency of her thoughts—must have told him that she was 
at least a little frightened, asking a perfectly logical and pointed 
question of the messenger of God.   “How can this be?”  She was only 
engaged, not married.  “How can this be?”  

Questioning authority was a trait that Mary would pass on to her Son.

Feast of the Annunciation

Botticelli, Sandro. Castello Annunciation. 
1489. Tempera on panel. Uffizi, Florence. 
 



When Gabriel gives her a complete answer, telling 
her about Elizabeth’s barrenness transformed by 
her pregnancy with John, he reassures her that 
“nothing will be impossible with God.” M a r y ’ s 
response is immediate.  “I am the Lord’s servant,” 
she says.  

Traditionally her answer has been interpreted as 
an act of supreme humility and passive obedience 
to the Will of God.   Actually, however, “I am 
the Lord’s servant” echoes an address to God 
made by her illustrious ancestors in faith over the 
centuries.  Abraham calls himself the servant of the 
Lord (Gen 18:3);  David is identified as the Lord’s 
servant in Psalm 36; and Samuel, on the advice of 
Eli, responds to the voice he hears in the night, 
“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening” (1 Sam 
3).  This kind of active servanthood, responsive to 
a message or an invitation from God, powerfully 
contradicts what we’ve been taught to identify 
with Mary’s affirmation to Gabriel. 

As Isaiah had prophesied, Mary’s Son would also 
be the servant of the Lord. 

Far from being a passive acquiescence, Mary’s 
obedience resonates with agency and power.  The 
word “obedience” comes from two Latin roots 

that mean “listen to, hear.”  Mary’s obedience is 
literally the result of listening actively to Gabriel, 
questioning respectfully, and responding fervently 
as God’s servant.  She has listened to and heard 
the Word of God, which has taken form and life 
within her.   She has become God’s partner in the 
salvation of the world.

In a patriarchal culture, the Annunciation has not 
often been interpreted in terms of Mary’s agency 
and partnership.  Stories that elaborated on the 
canonical gospels’ limited descriptions of her 
emphasize the doctrinal concerns of their authors.  
The Protevangelium or Protogospel of James, a 
second-century work, was written to emphasize 
Mary’s virginity and purity1  at a time when 
Christians were engaged in polemics with both 
pagans and Jews about his being the son of God.    
This extracanonical text, which influenced texts and 
commentaries for ages, situates the Annunciation 
first at a well, when Mary hears a voice saying, 
“Hail, thou that art highly favored’ the Lord is with 
thee; blessed art thou among women.”2   Later, 
in her home, she is weaving cloth for the Temple 
veil when “an angel of the Lord” appears to her 
and makes his announcement.  At this point the 
author of the Protogospel elaborates on Mary’s 
question in Luke (“How can this be, since I am a 

Mosaic from the people of the Philippines, Church of the Annunciation, Nazareth.  



virgin?”), presenting it as an secondary, interior 
query: Mary asks herself, “Shall I verily conceive of 
the living God and bring forth after the manner of 
all women?”  “Not so, Mary,” answers the angel, 
“for a power of the Lord shall overshadow thee 
. . . .”  The second phrasing of Mary’s question, 
emphasized here in italics, prepares the ground 
for the Church tradition that, free from the curse of 
Eve, Mary bears Jesus without the labor and pain 
of ordinary childbirth—and retains her virginity 
throughout the birth process.

As early as the second century, then, Mary’s 
young unmarried womanhood was interpreted as 
perpetual physical virginity—before, during and 

after the birth of Jesus.  By the time the Qur’an was 
written in the mid-seventh century, that concept 
had become doctrine for Christians; and although 
the Qur’an depicts the birth of Jesus as so painful 
that Mary clings to a palm tree for support, her 
purity—if not her virginity—sets her apart from 
and above all other women in the Islamic world.  
The early seventh-century Gospel of Pseudo-
Matthew goes farther and portrays Mary, “fed daily 
by angels,” as making a vow of virginity to God.3     
(In this extracanonical text she leads a reclusive, 
preternaturally virtuous life of prayer as well.) 

The Qur’an and the extracanonical narratives gave 
Mary more of her own story, but at a price:  they 

Gospe l  o f  Luke 
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent 
by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 
to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was 
Joseph, of the house of David.  The virgin’s 
name was Mary.  And he came to her and said, 
“Greetings, favored one!  The Lord is with you.”  
But she was much perplexed by his words and 
pondered what sort of greeting this might be.  
The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, 
for you have found favor with God.  And now, 
you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, 
and you will name him Jesus.  He will be great, 
and will be called the Son of the Most High, and 
the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 
ancestor David.  He will reign over the house of 
Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be 
no end.”
Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since 
I am a virgin?”  The angel said to her, “The Holy 
Spirit will come upon you and the power of the 
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the 
child to be born will be holy; he will be called 
Son of God.  And now, your relative Elizabeth 
in her old age has also conceived a son; and 
this is the sixth month for her who was said to 
be barren.  For nothing will be impossible with 
God.”  
Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the 
Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  
Then the angel left her. 

Protoevange l ium of  James
And she took the pitcher and went forth to fill 
it with water: and lo a voice saying: Hail, thou 
that art highly favoured; the Lord is with thee: 
blessed art thou among women.

And she looked about her upon the right hand 
and upon the left, to see whence this voice 
should be: and being filled with trembling she 
went to her house and set down the pitcher, and 
took the purple and sat down upon her seat and 
drew out the thread.

And behold an angel of the Lord stood before 
her saying: Fear not, Mary, for thou hast found 
grace before the Lord of all things, and thou 
shalt conceive of his word. And she, when she 
heard it, questioned in herself, saying: Shall I 
verily conceive of the living God, and bring forth 
after the manner of all women? And the angel 
of the Lord said: Not so, Mary, for a power of 
the Lord shall overshadow thee: wherefore also 
that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall 
be called the Son of the Highest. And thou shalt 
call his name Jesus: for he shall save his people 
from their sins. And Mary said: Behold the 
handmaid of the Lord is before him: be it unto 
me according to thy word.

The annunciaTion
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elevated her beyond the pale of ordinary women, 
especially as interpreted by clerics both Christian 
and Muslim. 

Church teaching, for example, did not hesitate 
to use extracanonical narratives (elsewhere 
condemned) to promote the image of Mary at the 
Annunciation as humble, submissive, acquiescent.  
Through the centuries, artists have portrayed Mary 
at the Annunciation enclosed in a room or a garden 
symbolic of her closed body, her head bowed 
as Gabriel hovers nearby.  She is silent, passive, 
receptive, a “singular vessel of devotion” as the 
medieval litany describes her.

It takes an effort of will to blot out that image and 
to remember that in Luke’s gospel Mary is God’s 
partner.  Her fiat in response to Gabriel’s proposal, 
“Let it be done,” echoes the  fiat that resounded in 
God’s creation of the universe; her body co-creates 
the body and blood of Jesus, the son of God.  Other 
interpretations of Mary’s life from the third through 
the thirteenth centuries show Mary descended from 
a priestly family, active in Jesus’ ministry, prominent 
in the early days of the Christian church.  These 
stories about Mary reflect a theology in which 
images of divinity are revealed in both mother and 

Son.  As Ivone Gebara and Maria Bengemer put it, 
“Mary is more than just ‘Mary.’  She is more than 
the mother of Jesus; she is more than the people 
symbolized in a woman.  Mary is divine creation of 
the human and in the human.  Hence we can speak 
of God’s ‘endless’ revelation of God in Mary.” 4

A full partner, indeed, in the most important 
partnership ever announced.  

1 See footnote 8 in my reflection on the Qur’an.
2 Montague Rhodes James, “Book of James, or Protevangelium,” in The Apocryphal New Testament (Oxford:  
Clarendon Press, 1924), 38-49, here 43.
3  “Now I, from my infancy in the temple of God, have learned that virginity can be  . . . dear to God.  And so . . 
. I have resolved in my heart that I should not know a man at all.”  Chapter 7,“The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew,” 
trans. Alexander Walker.  In Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 8 (Buffalo, NY:  Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1886), 
rev. and ed. Kevin Knight.  www.newadvent.org/fathers/0848.htm, retrieved 1/21/16.  In Chapter 8 Mary “prom-
ises that she will remain a virgin to God.”
4  Ivone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer, Mary, Mother of God, Mother of the Poor, trans. Philip Berryman (New 
York:  Orbis, 1989; rpt. Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock, 2004), 17-18.

“The Magnificat: Proclaiming the God of the Marginalized” by Laura James. 
© 2015 by FutureChurch. All rights reserved.  
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A STORY OF HER OWN:
A Christian Appreciation of Mary in the Qur’an

by Judith Davis
In a little-known but significant 
ceremony six years ago, 
Lebanese Christians and Muslims 
celebrated together the Feast 
of the Annunciation on March 
25.  Also declaring the feast a 
national Christian-Muslim day, the 
government expressed hope that the 
holiday would spread throughout the 
world.  That the double recognition 
of the Annunciation began in 
Lebanon, said Sheikh Mohammed 
Nokkari, was only natural; Pope John 
Paul II had described that country as 
a “message of pluralism for the East 
and the West.”

For Christians in the West, the 
concelebration of Gabriel’s visit to 
Mary may be a little startling.  Who 
knew that Mary of Nazareth was 
mentioned at all in the Qur’an, much 
less known throughout the Muslim 
world as “the best woman ever, 
here and in eternity”?1  In this most 
important of Islamic texts, Mary “is 
the only woman referred to by her 
proper name.  She is known for her 
own person and is called upon on 
many occasions by her personal 
name . . . . [S]he has a story of her 
own and she is part of the dialogue 
that forms an important element of 
Qur’anic story-telling.”2 

Believed by Muslims to be the word 
of God, the Qur’an—literally, a book, 
a reading or a recitation--contains a 
series of revelations to the prophet 
Muhammad, beginning in 610 CE 

when he was about 40 years old 
and continuing until the time of his 
death in 632.  These revelations 
were memorized by Muhammad, 
set down in writing by some of his 
followers, and collected in a text 
about 650.3  “[The Qur’an] is the 
fundamental and paramount source 
of the creed, rituals, ethics, and 
laws of the Islamic religion.”4   It is 
an enormously complex text, with 
a vast assortment of sources and 
references, allusions and stories and 
arguments, developed in the diverse 
milieu of the Arabian peninsula 
in the seventh century.  Mecca, 
Muhammad’s birthplace, was a 
crossroad of trade and pilgrimage, 
accommodating caravans as well as 
pilgrims to the Ka’aba, an ancient 
shrine dedicated to more than 300 
deities.   Muhammad’s mission was 
to proclaim one God, Allah, to a 
largely pagan population; he was 
tolerant of the minority Jews and 
Christians, whom he called “people 
of the Book,” and the Qur’an 
reflects the many religious facets 
of the culture around Mecca which 
produced it.5      

Far from being a minor figure in the 
foundational book of the Muslim 
world, Mary is the only woman 
whose name is cited—nearly four 
times as often as it is in the New 
Testament.  Jesus is called “the 
son of Mary,” and an entire sura, or 
chapter, (19) of the Qur’an is named 

Feast of the Annunciation

Mary and Jesus near the palm tree where 
she gave birth as told in Sura 19 of the 
Qur’an. Persion Miniature. Artist and date 
unknown. 
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for her.   

Mary first appears in Sura 3 of 
the Qur’an, verses 35 to 50.  
This passage describes Mary’s 
mother (the unnamed wife of 
Imram or Joachim) dedicating 
her exceptional child to the Lord.  
Fulfilling her vow, she gives Mary 
to the care of Zacharias, the 
Temple high priest.  The Qur’an 
scholar Hosn Abboud finds Mary’s 
presence in the Temple to be 
like an icon for women:  “God 
accepted Maryam graciously in the 
Temple as a manner of admitting 
that the notion of the feminine is 
fundamental in terms of serving 
God and to confirm Mary’s special 
upbringing.”6  

When Zacharias looked in on her 
“he found her with provisions.  He 
said, ‘Mary, how is it you have these 
provisions?’ and she said, ‘They are 
from God:  God provides limitlessly 
for who[m]ever He will.’  There and 
then,” the text states, Zacharias 
prays to father a child, and is told 
by angels that “God gives you 
news of John, confirming a Word 
from God.”  The angels also say to 
Mary, “Mary, God gives you news 
of a Word from Him, whose name 
will be the Messiah, Jesus, son of 
Mary, who will be held in honor in 
this world and the next, who will 
be one of those brought near to 
God.  He will speak to people in his 
infancy and his adulthood.  He will 
be one of the righteous.”    Mary 
responds, “My Lord, how can I have 
a son when no man has touched 
me?  [The angel] said, ‘This is how 
God creates what He will:  when he 
has ordained something, He only 
says, “Be,” and it is.’” 7 

Echoing Mary’s question to Gabriel 
in the Gospel of Luke, this account 
of the Annunciation also recalls 
the second-century extracanonical 
Protogospel of James, with its 
description of Mary’s childhood 
and upbringing.  Another tradition, 
based on the later Arabic Infancy 

Gospel,8  depicts Jesus speaking 
and teaching from early childhood 
on:  “We find what follows in the 
book of Joseph the high priest, 
who lived in the time of Christ. . 
. . He has said that Jesus spoke, 
and indeed, when He was lying 
in His cradle said to Mary, His 
Mother, ‘I am Jesus, the Son of 
God, the Logos, whom you have 
brought forth, as the Angel Gabriel 
announced to you; and my Father 
has sent me for the salvation of the 
world.’”9    

In the Islamic tradition, both John 
the Baptist and Jesus come as a 
“Word from God,” that is, Logos 
in Greek.  Throughout the Qur’an, 
as well as in the Gospel of Mark 
(6:3), Jesus is called “Mary’s son.”  
In both contexts, the expression 
is meant to challenge Jesus’ 
status.  In Mark, the community of 
skeptics in Nazareth questions his 
knowledge and miracle-working; 
this is the only instance in the 
gospels of Jesus being called the 
“son of Mary.”  In the Qur’an, Jesus 
is “Mary’s son” because although 
he is one of the great prophets 
and “a messenger to the Children 
of Israel,” he is not divine:  only 
Allah is God, and God is one:  Islam 
does not recognize a trinity.   Hosn 
Abboud observes, “[Jesus] does 
not appear in his own [nativity] 
story, . . .  and the story of his birth 
focuses on . . . Maryam’s journey 
where she confronts difficulty and 
returns to her people triumphant.”10 

Even though it denies Jesus’ 
divinity, the Qur’an emphasizes 
his divine mission in this sura and 
others.  Perhaps it even suggests 
a corrective to the liturgies and 
commentaries that focus solely on 
Jesus’ divinity to the exclusion of 
his humanity and pass over Mary’s 
role in the process that brought 
God to earth.

After repeating the story of 
Zachariah, Sura 19 moves to Mary, 
who lives a secluded life apart from 

her family.  God sends a spirit, 
usually interpreted as Gabriel,11  to 
“announce . . . the gift of a pure 
son.”  Mary asks how this could 
happen, and he answers, “This is 
what your Lord said:  ‘It is easy for 
me—We shall make him a sign to 
all people, a blessing from us.’”  
There is no mention of Joseph in 
this narrative; when the time comes 
for Mary to deliver her child, she 
retreats “to a distant place “and, 
when the pains of childbirth drove 
her to [cling to] the trunk of a palm 
tree, she exclaimed, ‘I wish I had 
been dead and forgotten long 
before this!’ but a voice cried to her 
from below, ‘Do not worry:  your 
Lord has provided a stream at your 
feet and if you shake the trunk of 
the palm tree towards you, it will 
deliver fresh ripe dates for you, so 
eat, drink, and be glad . . .’”12 

This episode recalls both the 
story of Hagar in Genesis 16 and 
an incident in the extracanonical 
Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew in 
which Mary, tired and thirsty on the 
flight into Egypt, sits down under a 
palm tree.  The baby Jesus causes 
a spring of water to appear at 
her feet and commands the palm 
tree to bend down to her with its 
dates.13   The Qur’an resonates 
here with both Jewish and Christian 
writings..  In the Book of Genesis, 
Hagar, alone by a spring in the 
desert, is visited by an angel, who 
tells her that she will bear a son 
and call him Ishmael (which means 
“God hears”).  In Islamic tradition, 
Ishmael builds the Ka’aba with 
Abraham, and Hagar’s search for 
water in the desert is re-enacted 
during the Hajj—the pilgrimage to 
Mecca that all Muslims are tasked 
to make one in their lives—each 
year.   Both Hagar and Mary, with 
their sons, are sustained by God 
in their distress.  Hagar is assured 
through her child that God has 
heard her,  and Mary hearkens to 
the voice of the baby in her womb 



who delivers God’s message of 
nourishment and support. 14  

When Mary returns to her people 
with her baby, however, they 
shame her:  “Mary!  You have done 
something terrible!”  She points 
to Jesus, indicating that he will 
defend her.  When her relatives 
scoff, saying “How can we converse 
with an infant?”  Jesus speaks 
up:  “‘I am a servant of God.  He 
has granted me the Scripture; 
made me a prophet; made me 
blessed wherever I may be.  He 
commanded me to pray, to give 
alms as long as I live, to cherish 
my mother.  He did not make me 
domineering or graceless.  Peace 
was on me the day I was born, and 
will be on me the day I die and the 
day I am raised to life again.’  Such 
was Jesus, son of Mary.” 15 

 As Abboud observes, the Qur’an 
“gives no details about the birth 
of Jesus.  It at once presents 
Mary who, returning among her 
people and showing them the 
Child, becomes the object of 
terrible slanders.  This episode, 
brief but dramatic, is suddenly 
[resolved] when the Infant, speaking 
unexpectedly from the cradle, 
takes his Mother’s defense and 
exonerates her from all blame.  This 
miracle, to which the {Qur’an] refers 
more than once,  . . .  is among 
those that have made [the] most 
impression on the imagination of 
Muslim believers . . . . [T]he fact 
that the Child speaks from the 
cradle is a violation of natural laws 
and therefore bears witness to the 
greatness of the Spirit that is in 
him.”16  

In describing himself as a servant 
of God, charged with praying, 
almsgiving and cherishing his 
mother, Jesus defends Mary and 
places himself in the company of 
prophets.  The remainder of Sura 
19 emphasizes the importance of 
prophets, beginning with Abraham, 
but also insists that “ . . . it would 

not befit God to have a child.  He 
is far above that.”17   Mary’s human 
nature would seem to have posed 
an insurmountable barrier to the 
perception of Jesus as the Son of 
God, and the Qur’an emphasizes 
the impossibility of Jesus’ divinity in 
other suras as well.   

Be that as it may, both Mary and 
Jesus are praised in other contexts 
as “signs for all people” and 
witnesses to faith (Suras 21:91 
and 23:50).   One of the hadiths, 
or collected sayings attributed 
to Muhammad, affirms that all 
children are touched by the devil 
as soon as they are born and this 
contact makes them cry. “ Excepted 
are Mary and her Son.”18   Other 
hadiths characterize Mary as “the 
best woman of her time.”   Mary 
is numbered among the elite of 
the universe, along with Khadija, 
Muhammad’s spouse, and Fatima, 
his beloved daughter.  Even Fatima, 
however, cannot compete with 
Mary, who is “the chief lady among 
the inhabitants of paradise.”19   

What are we to make of all this?  

On the one hand, despite her 
prominence, Mary appears 
problematically in the Qur’an as 
the exalted figure described by 
the early Church fathers:  forever 
virgin, chosen by God for her purity, 
placed above all women for her 
virtue.   

On the other hand, in the Qur’an 
Maryam has her own story, one 
deliberately excluded from the 
canonical scriptures, but “which 
demonstrates the continuation of 
the Marianic tradition (and vision) 
from Christianity to Islam.”20  
Inspired and supported by 
passages from the holy book of 
Islam, Muslims today visit Mary’s 
tomb outside Jerusalem, pray for 
her intercession in conception and 
childbearing, and offer homage to 
her at the house that the apostle 
John is said to have built for her in 
Ephesus.  

In Egypt, devotion to Mary is said 
to have begun very early in the 
history of the Church, and she is 
said to have appeared to both 
Christians and Muslims. “Lady 
Mary (Sitana Mariam) is one and 
the same, making her a common 
adornment for both faiths.  The fact 
that she has so often left her mark 
on the Egyptian landscape makes 
her a patriotic treasure.  In the 
words of the national newspaper al-
Ahram, ‘all Egyptians, both Muslims 
and Christians, have exceptional 
love and respect for the Virgin 
Mary.’”21 

Jaroslav Pelikan speaks about the 
“implications of the picture of 
Mary in the Qur’an for multicultural 
Christian understanding with Islam 
and beyond.  The urgent need to 
find symbols and concepts in our 
several cultural traditions that can 
perform the function of a pontifex, 
the function of priestly mediation 
and bridge-building, suggests 
that there has probably been no 
symbol or concept in Christendom 
that has carried out this ‘pontifical’ 
vocation of mediation with more 
success and more amplitude than 
Mary.”22  Given the echoes of early 
Christianity in the Qur’an, and a 
renewed interest in the influence of 
Mary, it seems appropriate that we 
celebrate with our Muslim friends 
one of the most important Marian 
feasts of the liturgical year.   

We might also note that each 
chapter of the Qur’an begins “in 
the name of God, the Lord of 
Mercy, the Giver of Mercy.”  Given 
the title of Pope Francis’ latest 
book, The Name of God is Mercy, 
can we not begin to build bridges, 
Mary/Maryam-like, between the 
people of the book and the people 
of the Qur’an?
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1 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Lebanese-Christians-
and-Muslims-celebrate-the-Annunciation-together-in-the-
name-of-Mary-17985.html# .  Retrieved 1/8/2016.
2 Hosn Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an:  A Literary Reading 
(London and New York:  Routledge, 2014), 51-53.
3 Jaroslav Pelikan, Mary Through the Centuries:  Her Place 
in the History of Culture (New Haven:  Yale University 
Press, 1996), 68, in a chapter entitled “The Heroine of the 
Qur’an.”
4 For a brief account of Muhammad’s life, and an introduc-
tion to the Qur’an including historical background,  see 
M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, A New Translation 
(New York:  Oxford University Press, 2010).
5 The Qur’an “contains words that come originally from 
Persian, Greek, Nabatean, Ethiopian, Berber, Syriac, He-
brew and Coptic” as well as Aramaic:  Arthur Jeffrey, The 
Foreign Languages of the Qur’an (Baroda, 1938), qtd in 
Abboud 48.
6 Abboud, 83-84.
7 Haleem 37-38, verses 35-47.    
8 The Protogospel or Protevangelium of James is a 
second-century work attributed to Jesus’ brother James.  
Originally written to emphasize Mary’s purity and virgin-
ity at the time of Jesus’ birth, the text upholds Christians’ 
belief in Jesus and defends his mother against claims 
by both Jews and pagans that he was only a charismatic 
itinerant rabbi—or the illegitimate child of an adulterous 
affair.  For the Protogospel, see Montague James, The 
Apocryphal New Testament (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 
1924), 38-49.  The Arabic Gospel of the Infancy is excerpt-
ed in James 80-82, as well as the Pseudo-Matthew,73-79. 
9 The Arabic Gospel of the Infancy of the Savior, verse 
1.   www.newadvent.org/fathers/0806.htm.  Retrieved 
1/18/2016.

10  Abboud, 40.
11 Tim Winter, “Mary in Islam,” in Mary:  The Complete Re-
source, ed. Sarah Jane Boss (New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 2007), 479-502, here 482.
12 Haleem, 192.  
13 An analysis of the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew can be 
found in James, 73-79.  The episode of the palm tree 
and the spring appears on page 75.   The entire text is 
reproduced online at www.newadvent.org/fathers/0848.
htm.   The Pseudo-Matthew is contemporaneous with the 
Qur’an; given the stories in circulation about that time in 
the area, it’s quite possible that the episode of the palm 
tree and dates would be known to Muhammad and his 
followers. 
14 During the Hajj pilgrimage, men and women both walk 
seven times around the ka’aba, the “symbolic house of 
Ibrahim.” They also run back and forth between two hills, 
symbolizing Hagar’s search for water for her son Ishmael 
(Abboud 111).
15 Haleem 192, verses 27-34.
16 Giancarlo Finazzo, “The Virgin Mary in the Koran,” 
L’Ossservatore Romano, Weekly Edition in English 
(April 13, 1978), 4.   https://www.ewtn.com/library/mary/
marykran.htm.  Retrieved  1/5/2016.
17 Haleem 192, verse 35.
18 Qtd in Finazzo.  This is Hadith 102 of Book 60 .
19 Qtd in Winter, 484.
20 Abboud, 116.
21 Philip Jenkins, “Mary Among the Egyptians,” Christian 
Century (December 23, 2015), 45.
22 Pelikan, 78.



The Annunciation:  
An Exploration into What Some Scholars Believe 

Is the Oldest Securely Datable Image of Mary

While the Catacombs of Priscilla contain what has been 
identified as one of the earliest paintings of Mary, the 

mother of Jesus (circa 150 CE), Michael Peppard, 
associate professor of theology at Fordham 
University argues that a painting found in a 
Christian house church in Dura-Europos in Syria 
likely contains the earliest securely datable* 
image of Mary, which is in a scene depicting the 
Annunciation.

In 1932, archaeologists discovered a third-
century house church in Syria in the military town 
of Dura-Europas, located on the eastern border 
of the Roman Empire.  In an attempt to fend off 
the invading forces of the Persians (Sasanian 
Dynasty), the Romans built a dirt fortification 
that covered, among other buildings, an early 
Christian house church.  The barrier, meant to 
protect the town, did not keep the invading 
Sasanians out and the Romans were overrun, 
but the barricade sealed off the buildings 
underneath,  preserving wall fragments and 
some of the earliest Christian art discovered to 
date.  

One of the rooms in the house church was a 
baptistery.  The walls, covered with scenes of 
Jesus, Peter, and a procession of women, also 
contain an image of a woman bent over a well.  
She holds the rope of her container as she 
draws water and appears to look out, possibly 
over her shoulder in a startled pose.  

The image was identified as the Samaritan 
woman of John’s Gospel in 1932.

But Peppard,  who has studied the artifacts 
for years, argues for another interpretation.  

He believes this painting depicts Mary in an Woman at the Well. Paint on Plaster. Yale University Art Gallery
Dura-Europos Collection. Used with permission.
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Annunciation scene.   He reasons that:

• The Samaritan woman is usually 
depicted in dialogue with Jesus.  In the 
Dura-Europos depiction, Mary is alone.

• While the Samaritan Woman at the 
Well was a respected biblical figure 
for early Christians, in Syria, the more 
prominent “woman at the well” was 
the Virgin Mary.  In an Annunciation 
scene, she is gathering water when she 
is visited by an angel and informed of 
her miraculous pregnancy.  This scene 
conforms to the Annunciation described 
in The Protoevangelium of James, a 
second century biography of Mary’s early 
life, which was translated into Syriac, 
recounts the encounter between Mary 
and Gabriel:

“She took the pitcher and went forth to 
draw water, and behold, a voice said: 
‘Hail, you are highly favored, the Lord 
is with you, blessed are you among 
women.’ And she looked around on the 
right and on the left to see from where 

this voice could have come.”  

During this encounter, Mary seems to 
be in the presence of God, depicted by 
two painted lines touching her back and 
growing wider with distance from her 
body.   While the actual painting has faded, 
archival photographs and drawings 
made by archaeologists on site years 
ago show the two painted lines along 
with a starburst on the front of her torso.  

As in Eastern Othordox iconography, the 
lines appear to represent motion toward 
the figure’s body and the starburst seems 
to represent activity within her body 
suggesting God’s action leading to the 

Incarnation.  

For Peppard, the symbolism found in 
the Annunciation scene in Dura-Europos 
not only gives us the earliest securely 
datable image of Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, but it also sheds light on the 
particular emphases of early Christians 
in Syria.  They focused less on the death 
and resurrection motifs of Christ (not 
pictured at all in this baptistery) and more 
on new spiritual birth found in images of 
marriage, pregnancy, and birth.  

For Peppard, there are still many 
discoveries to be made as archeologists 
explore the riches of the Syrian Christian 
artifacts.

Tracing of Woman at the Well. 
Yale University Art Gallery. Dura-Europos Collection. 

Used with permission.

Peppard, Michael. “Is This the Oldest Image of the 
Virgin Mary?” The New York Times. The New York 
Times, 30 Jan. 2016. Web. 

Peppard, Michael. “Illuminating the Dura-Europos 
Baptistery:  Comparanda for the Female Figures.” 
Journal of Christian Studies 20:4, 543-574, 2012. The 
Johns Hopkins University Press.  

Peppard, Micahel. “Saving Syria:  Isis seeks to con-
trol the country’s future by destroying its Christian 
past.”  America Magazine, January 18-25, 2016.

http://media.artgallery.yale.edu/duraeuropos/dura.
html



Mary Among the Egyptians1

by Philip Jenkins

In many Catholic and Orthodox countries, the most 
visible face of faith is commonly the Virgin Mary 
(think of Mexico’s ubiquitous Virgin of Guadalupe). 
Sur¬prisingly—and counterintuitively—Mary is scarcely 
less venerated in Egypt, an overwhelmingly Muslim 
country. Unless we pay attention to Mary, we miss large 
portions of the religious faith and practice of the most 
populous Arab nation. That fact complicates many 
assumptions about the inevitable hostility between 
Christianity and Islam.

Egypt’s Christian population is variously estimated at 
between 5 and 10 percent, anywhere from 5 to 9 million 
individuals, and most are members of the ancient 
Coptic Church. These believers have often suffered 
from violence and persecution, most notoriously during 
the upsurge of violence that followed the military 
overthrow of the Muslim Brotherhood regime in 2013. 
Many churches were attacked, and the continuing 
insurgency in the country raises grave fears about 
future pogroms.

Despite that uncertainty, Egypt’s Christians still thrive 
and maintain their ancient churches and shrines. Almost 
certainly, historic Christian devotion to the Virgin Mary 
began in Egypt, which is home to countless churches 

dedicated to her and icons celebrating her. Egyptians point proudly to many sites that the Holy Family 
reputedly visited during Jesus’ childhood, some of which are major centers for pilgrimage and religious 
tourism. The Orthodox Christmas Day (January 7) is a national public holiday, on a par with the familiar 
roster of Islamic celebrations.

Much as in ancient Christian times, Coptic believers still report Marian apparitions, with spectacular 
manifestations recorded every decade or so. The most famous incident occurred at a Marian church in 
the Cairo district of Zeitoun between 1968 and 1971. This affair drew millions of pilgrims and onlookers, 
and the story still resonates today.

 In 2000, Mary reportedly appeared again in Assiut, at Deir al-Muharraq, one of the world’s oldest 

An icon of Mary given by Egypt to Basilica of the Annunciation in 
Nazareth, Israel, hangs in a gallery alongside other Marian devotions 

from different nations.

Ed
u

ca
ti

o
na

l 
rE

so
u

rc
E

m a r y  o f  n a z a r e t h

Feast of the Annunciation



17301 Madison avenue 
lakewood oH 44107     
216.228.0869     
info@futurechurch.org      
www.futurechurch.org

surviving monasteries. (Tragically, this 
church was one of the many attacked 
in 2013.) At Giza in 2009, hundreds 
of thousands gathered to view the 
appearance of Our Lady of Warraq.

Such visions demonstrate the 
continuing power of traditional 
beliefs among the Christian minority, 
but they also display the interest 
of faithful Muslims. The Zeitoun 
apparitions were a national sensation 
and were witnessed by the nation’s 
leader at the time, Gamal Abdel 
Nasser. The fervor can be understood 
in the context of the catastrophic 
national mood that followed the 
nation’s defeat by Israel in 1967, 
at a time when Egyptians were 
desperately seeking signs of hope. 
But Muslims have participated fully 
in celebrating Marian manifestations, 
many of which actually began with 
reports from Muslim believers and 
then were taken up by their Christian 
neighbors.

Mary is a major figure in Muslim 
tradition and piety. She actually 
receives much more attention in the 
Qur’an than she does in the Christian 
Bible. Throughout Islamic history, 
she has been a focus of popular 
devotion, and women invoke her as 
a mother figure in a way that is highly 
reminiscent of Mary’s role in Catholic 
Christianity. Muslim women are likely 
to plead with Mary to help them bear 
a child or to offer healing.

Whatever the stance of official Islamic 
authorities, the belief in intercession is 
widespread among Egypt’s Muslims. 
Not surprisingly, then, stories of 
Marian visitations exercise a very 
wide appeal and can lead Muslims to 
visit Christian shrines. Whether seen 
by Christians or Muslims, Lady Mary 
(Sitana Mariam) is one and the same, 
making her a common adornment for 
both faiths. The fact that she has so 

often left her mark on the Egyptian 
landscape makes her a patriotic 
treasure. In the words of the national 
newspaper al-Ahram, “all Egyptians, 
both Muslims and Christians, have 
exceptional love and respect for the 
Virgin Mary.”

The great Marian event of the year is 
the Feast of the Assumption in August, 
which is preceded by three weeks of 
strict fasting. Traditionally, Egyptian 
Muslims extend good wishes to their 
Christian neighbors during that holy 
time, and even share in the fasts 
and feasts. Over the last couple of 
years, such general expressions of 
good will have become noticeably 
more common, largely as a reaction 
against the intolerance associated 
with the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the crisis of 2013. The post-coup 
government is determined to work 
closely with Christians, making Mary 
a priceless symbol of national unity.

As journalist Dina Ezzat reports in 
al-Ahram, the mass media noted 
the Feast of the Assumption in 2015 
significantly more than in previous 
years. Their only hesitation was in 
publicly showing examples of the 
Marian tradition in Coptic art. These 
glorious works are well known, but 
discretion made it unwise to show 
visual images of any holy figures, 
Islamic or Christian. With that 
limitation, though, praise for Mary 
was unrestrained, and seemingly 
uncontroversial. Today more than 
ever, Mary is almost as much a 
symbol of Egypt’s religion as she is of 
any Catholic country.

1Copyright © 2015 by the Christian 
Century. Reprinted by permission from the 
December 11, 2015 issue of the Christian 
Century. Subscriptions: $65/yr. from P. O. 
Box 429, Congers, NY 10920–0429. (800) 
208-4097. christiancentury.org
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We know the scene: the room, variously furnished, 
almost always a lectern, a book; always
the tall lily.
       Arrived on solemn grandeur of great wings,
the angelic ambassador, standing or hovering,
whom she acknowledges, a guest.

But we are told of meek obedience. No one 
mentions
courage.
       The engendering Spirit
did not enter her without consent.
         God waited.

She was free
to accept or to refuse, choice
integral to humanness.

                  ____________________

Aren’t there annunciations
of one sort or another
in most lives?
         Some unwillingly
undertake great destinies,
enact them in sullen pride,
uncomprehending.
More often
those moments
      when roads of light and storm
      open from darkness in a man or woman,
are turned away from

in dread, in a wave of weakness, in despair
and with relief.
Ordinary lives continue.
                                 God does not smite them.
But the gates close, the pathway vanishes.

                  ____________________

She had been a child who played, ate, slept
like any other child–but unlike others,
wept only for pity, laughed
in joy not triumph.
Compassion and intelligence
fused in her, indivisible.

Called to a destiny more momentous
than any in all of Time,
she did not quail,
  only asked
a simple, ‘How can this be?’
and gravely, courteously,
took to heart the angel’s reply,
the astounding ministry she was offered:

to bear in her womb
Infinite weight and lightness; to carry
in hidden, finite inwardness,
nine months of Eternity; to contain
in slender vase of being,
the sum of power–
in narrow flesh,
the sum of light.
                     Then bring to birth,
push out into air, a Man-child
needing, like any other,
milk and love–

but who was God.

This was the moment no one speaks of,
when she could still refuse.

A breath unbreathed,
                                Spirit,
                                          suspended,
                                                            waiting.

                  ____________________

She did not cry, ‘I cannot. I am not worthy,’
Nor, ‘I have not the strength.’
She did not submit with gritted teeth,
                                                       raging, coerced.
Bravest of all humans,
                                  consent illumined her.
The room filled with its light,
the lily glowed in it,
                               and the iridescent wings.
Consent,
              courage unparalleled,
opened her utterly.

The Annunciation by Denise Leterov



Planning and celebrating an interfaith or multifaith prayer service
The best way to organize and celebrate a truly interfaith or multifaith gathering is to involve representatives 
from each faith group in the planning process. The planning, then, becomes an opportunity to incease aware-
ness, open dialogue, and build bridges between faith communities. As you begin to plan for and celebrate 
your interfaith or multifaith gathering consider the following principles:

Inclusivity: The spirit of inclusivity is essential 
to a successful prayer experience. The entire 
experience -- from planning to praying -- should 
include representatives from each faith group that 
will be participating in the gathering. During the 
service, each faith group should be represented and 
encouraged to pray in their own way. You should 
also strive for a balanced represenation of each faith 
community. One excellent way to acheive this is to 
invite representatives from each faith community to 
offer prayers, texts, hymns, chants, gestures, dances, 
or art from her or his own tradition. At times, this may 
mean that some faith groups offer prayers or songs 
in their sacred or traditional language. In these cases, 
consider the possibility of having the prayer, text, 
song or chant recited in both the sacred language 
and the vernacular of the larger community or 
printing a translation in a program. 

Leader/Moderator: The planning group should 
decide who will lead the service by concensus. 

Congregational participation: Inclusivity is enhanced 
when the full congregation is invited to participate 
in a variety of ways. Creating a sense of welcome is 
one primary way to foster participation. Consider 
having greeters from each faith group present at 
the entrance(s). Because the elements and flow 
of an inter/multifaith service will be new to those 
participating, it is helpful to provide a printed 
program for members of the congregation that 
includes texts (especially common refrains/responses/
affirmations or translations if needed), any directions 
(e.g. please be seated), music and lyrics for songs 
that the congregation will be invited to sing. Singing 
is a good way to involve the entire congregation, but 
be sure to choose songs as a group. Music without 
words can also invite members of the congregation 
into moments of personal reflection or meditation. 
Consider well-placed moments of silence as well. 

Venue/Day and Time: The planning committee 
should work together to choose an appropriate 
venue. There are basically three options: an outdoor 
environment; a “neutral” environment such as a 
community center, hall, or multipurpose room; or 
the place of worship for a given faith group. All 

are suitable for a inter/multifaith service. Choosing 
to host the service in a place of worship can add 
some complexity but this need not be a problem if 
members of the planning group work together to 
respect each other’s sensibilities and sensitivities. The 
inter/multifaith service should be scheduled at a time 
other than when the participating faith communities 
would normally hold their own principal gatherings 
and celebrations. 

Environment: There are a number of options 
for enhancing the environment -- especially if 
the chosen venue is a community center or hall. 
Consider using banners with the symbol(s) of each 
of the participating faith communities as part of 
the opening procession and then displaying them 
together for the duration of the service. Elements 
from nature (plants, flowers, water) can all enhance 
the space and have a virtually universal appeal. 
Candles can also contribute to the environment or be 
included as a part of the service. 
Religious and Cultural Dress: Individuals -- both 
those representing their faith community within 
the service and those in the congregation -- should 
be invited and enouraged to wear their traditional 
dress, if they wish. Consider offering an opportunity 
-- either before or after the service (or perhaps in 
the program) -- for representatives to explain the 
significance of their community’s religious/cultural 
dress.  

Food and Drink: You may consider continuing the 
fellowship by sharing in a meal or refreshments after 
the service. Be sure to consult with members of 
each faith community regarding dietary regulations. 
Labelling food (with ingredients) is always a good 
idea.  

Continuing the conversation: An inter/multifaith 
prayer gathering should reflect each community’s 
commitment to an ongoing relationship. The 
planning committee -- with input from members of 
the congregation -- should meet in the days/weeks 
following the gathering to evaluate the service and 
discuss possible opportunities for further dialogue/
prayer and ways to foster an ongoing interreligious 
relationship. 
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Welcome/Greeting: 

Representative of Islam: Welcome! Today, 
we gather in celebration of Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, who enjoys a place of honor and 
devotion in both Christianity and Islam. And so 
it is fitting that we – Muslims and Christians – 
gather together in prayer this day. 

Representative of Christianity: As we reflect 
on the story of the Annunciation, may we, like 
Mary, become partners in bringing the vision 
and promise of a more just, peaceful, and harmonious world to fruition. 
 
Opening Song:  (Suggestion) World Peace Prayer by Marty Haugen 

Opening Prayer (all): 

Multi-Faith Prayer Service for Peace on the Feast of the Annunciation
Acknowleding Mary as bridge-builder and partner with God
Prayer service by Russ Petrus, Litany by Judith Davis
*This order of service is only one suggestion. Please see the attached suggestions for planning and celebrating a multi-faith prayer 
service as you plan. 

O God of many names,
Creator of all peoples, 
You desire that your children live together in 
peace and harmony.

And yet violence rages across the earth -- 
Violence too often done in Your name.
Have mercy on us, heal our wounds,
and deliver us from ignorance, fear, anger, 
vengeance and every weakness that prevents 
us from living in harmony. 

Increase our desire for true and lasting peace.   

Open our hearts and minds that, 
like Mary, we may be open to Your presence in 
all of Your messengers. 

Embolden us to speak bravely against injustice 
and violence that,
Like Mary, we may be bearers of your Word. 

Sustain us in our efforts that, 
like Mary, we may be courageous doers of 
your will. 

We ask these things confident that You are the 
Source of peace. 



Readings from Sacred Texts:

From the Qur’an (suggestion 3:45-48) : 
O Mary, truly God gives thee glad tidings of a Word 
from Him, whose name is the Messiah, Jesus son of 
Mary, high honored in this world and the Hereafter, 
and one of those brought nigh. He will speak to 
people in the cradle and in maturity, and will be 
among the righteous.” She said, “My Lord, how shall I 
have a child while no human being has touched me?” 
He said, “Thus does God create whatsoever He will.” 
When He decrees a thing, He only says to it, “Be!” 
and it is. And He will teach him the Book, Wisdom, the 
Torah, and the Gospel. And (he will be) a messenger 
to the Children of Israel (3:45-48). 

From the Gospels (suggestion Luke 1: 26-38): 
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by 
God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin 
engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the 
house of David.  The virgin’s name was Mary.  And he 
came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one!  The 
Lord is with you.”  But she was much perplexed by his 
words and pondered what sort of greeting this might 
be.  The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, 
for you have found favor with God.  And now, you will 
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will 

name him Jesus.  He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will 
give to him the throne of his ancestor David.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his 
kingdom there will be no end.”

Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”  The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit 
will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be 
born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.  And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has 
also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren.  For nothing will 
be impossible with God.”  

Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  Then 
the angel left her. 

Reflection(s): Invite representatives from both faith traditions to offer reflections and thoughts on 
Mary as bridge-builder and peacemaker between Christians and Muslims. 

Musical Reflection: A selection of sacred music on the theme of peace from either Christianity or 
Islam (in sacred tongue or in English)



Litany: 

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Enable us to announce the good news of your partnership with God

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Give us the patience to listen, the wit to ask questions, and the wisdom to respond to our better 
angels

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Encourage us to move beyond our narrow borders and boundaries, to become more open to 
others and their beliefs

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Heal the divisions, religious and cultural, that separate your children
Help us to live with one another without suspicion and fear
Give us the courage to confront hatred and exclusion in our public and private lives

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Help us to welcome the stranger and the refugee so that they are strangers no longer, but sisters 
and brothers

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Enable us to imitate you, make us 
bridge-builders and architects of peace 
and harmony

Leader: Mary, Maryam, Maria
All: Make us, every one, hearers and 
bearers of the Word

Sign of Peace: Participants are invited to 
share some sign or gesture of peace. 

Musical Reflection: A selection of sacred 
music on the theme of peace from either 
Christianity or Islam (in sacred tongue or 
in English)
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Final Prayers:

from Islam: 
(suggestion) O Allah! You are Peace, and All Peace is from You; 
and all Peace returns to You. 
Grant us to live with the salutation of peace,
and lead us to your abode of Peace. 
You are blessed, our Lord, and Exalted, O Owner of Magnificence and Honor!

from Christianity:
(suggestion) Almighty God, from whom all thoughts of truth and peace proceed, 
kindle in the hearts of all the true love of peace, 
and guide with Your pure and peaceable wisdom 
those who make decisions for the nations of the earth; 
that in tranquility Your kingdom may go forward, 
till the earth be filled with the knowledge of Your love.  

Closing Song:  (suggestion) Let There Be Peace on Earth

 

Pope Francis prays with Grand Mufti inside Blue Mosque in Istanbul
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Five Things To Do When an Anti-
Muslim Hate Rally Comes to Town1

by Jordan Denari for Sojourners (sojo.net)
This weekend, demonstrators assembled 
outside several mosques across the 
country, some decrying “No Sharia 
law” and “Stop Islamic immigration” 
and others openly carrying weapons. 
Dubbed the “Global Rally for Humanity,” 
dozens of these anti-Muslim rallies were 
originally planned on social media, but 
fortunately, only a few materialized.

In their place, peace rallies and potlucks 
sprang up, drawing more attendees 
than the protests themselves. Some 
of these counter-demonstrations were 
organized by Muslim groups, including a 
Twitter campaign and a voter registration 
drive. Christian groups and interfaith 
organizations, like one in Spokane, 
Washington, also orchestrated events.

Still, there were concerning examples 
of hostility in some locations. Outside a 
Phoenix, Arizona mosque, also the site 
of an armed rally led by anti-government 
activists last May, some protestors wore 
“F**k Islam” shirts, shouted vulgar 
slogans, and carried guns. In Plano, 
Texas, a few individuals stood at the 
entrance to the parking lot of an Islamic 
center shouting, “We will take our 
country back” and yelling epithets about 
Allah and the Prophet Muhammad.

Hopefully, America won’t have to see 
another round of protests like the ones 
that were anticipated this weekend. 
But if anti-Muslim activities do pop up 
again, here’s what Christian communities 
should do:

1. Gather together… and pray together

The most important way to respond to 
organized anti-Muslim protests is by 
coming together. While speaking out on 
social media is an important and positive 
step, online activism is not a substitute 
for the solidarity that can only be built 
through personal relationships.

Religious institutions, interfaith groups, 
and private citizens shouldn’t wait 
for Muslim organizations to initiate 
these gatherings. Rather, they should 
proactively organize round-table 
conversations, communal meals, and 
service projects, inviting the Muslim 
community and all people of good will 
to participate. (They should, however, 
consult the Muslim community 
throughout the planning and make sure 
they’re comfortable with the response).

One meaningful gesture that could 
compliment these activities is joint prayer. 
Christians could observe Muslim’s prayer 
rituals, or better yet, recite a written prayer 
together with them. This sample prayer, 
which incorporates teachings from both 
Islamic and Christian traditions, could 
be used to affirm the common values 
maintained by all:

Almighty and Merciful God,
Who created humanity in all its wonderful 
diversity:
Help us to be peacemakers
And inspire us to repel evil with good.
Help us to love our neighbors,
To welcome the stranger,
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And to turn enemies into friends.
Guide as one community
As we strive on the path of justice, peace, 
and understanding.

2. If you do demonstrate, make Jesus 
(and Muhammad) proud

Sometimes, a direct response to a hostile 
rally may be appropriate. But this decision 
should be made in conjunction with the 
local Muslim community.

If the community does choose to take it 
to the streets, participants should heed 
the words of Jesus and Muhammad who 
encouraged their followers not to mimic 
the actions of their persecutors, but instead 
to respond to hostility with kindness and 
gentleness. Patiently bearing wrongs and 
responding with “what is better,” the 
Qur’an says, will turn one’s enemy into a 
close friend (Qur’an 41:34).

Demonstrators should also forgo 
intimidation and name-calling and instead 
consider handing out bottled water 
and food to the protestors. This was the 
approach of many Muslim worshippers, 
who greeted skeptical demonstrators with 
beverages, hugs, and offers to visit the 
mosque.

3. Learn about Islam…and Islamophobia

Forming personal relationships is no 
doubt the most effective antidote to 
the fear and ignorance that feed anti-
Muslim activities. But education is also 
an important factor in breaking down 
misunderstanding. Churches and other 
community institutions would do well to 
host a local Muslim scholar or activist to 
speak about their faith. Speakers could 
address topics like social justice in Islam, 
the Prophet Muhammad, and the concept 
of rahmah, or mercy, in Islam.

Many Americans are still unaware about the 
prejudice and discrimination that Muslims 
have faced in the wake of 9/11, particularly 
in the last five years. So education about 
Islamophobia is also important to promote. 
Groups could screen short episodes from 
the online sitcom, Halal in the Family, 
created by Aasif Mandvi of the Daily Show. 
These short (and hilarious) clips give a 
cheesy glimpse into the lives of American 

Muslims, while also highlighting important 
facts about the impact of Islamophobia 
in America: surveillance of Muslim 
organizations, negative media portrayals, 
and opposition to the constructions of 
mosques.

Numerous activist organizations and 
educational initiatives, like the Bridge 
Initiative, where I work, provide resources 
that the public can utilize to promote 
awareness about Islamophobia.

4. Publicize what you’re doing, even if it’s 
something small

Some might be concerned that there won’t 
be enough interest from non-Muslims to 
attend these events. But if you plan it — 
and promote it well — people will show 
up. As more Americans become aware of 
the increased hostility faced by the Muslim 
community, they want ways to help. They 
just need to be told how.

5. Repeat steps 1 through 4, even when a 
hate rally isn’t coming to town

Though this weekend’s protests didn’t 
turn out to be as bad as many predicted, 
Islamophobia is still a major problem 
in America. Anti-Muslim sentiment and 
conspiracy theories about the “Islamic 
threat” circulate on the web, while the 
rhetoric of presidential candidates on 
Islam and Syrian refugees often verges on 
fearmongering. Several American Muslims 
have been murdered within the last year 
— most notably the killing of three Muslim 
students in Chapel Hill, North Carolina — 
and law enforcement has uncovered more 
plots to attack the Muslim community.

That’s why, even if a protest isn’t planned 
outside the nearest mosque, Christians 
should initiate positive, pro-active 
gatherings with the goal of welcoming the 
Muslim community and building bonds of 
friendship.

If Christians — and Americans of all 
backgrounds — commit themselves to 
this cause, perhaps these rallies will no 
longer be a fear of the future, but instead 
a memory of the past.

1. Reprinted with permission. Read more at 
https://sojo.net/articles/five-things-do-when-
anti-muslim-hate-rally-comes-town
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The Prophet Muhammad’s Letters — 
and Followers — of Peace1

Discovering the places where Christians and Muslims live 
as neighbors — from ancient times until today.

by Jordan Denari

A few months back, I opened the door of my new apartment in 
Amman, Jordan to find my new landlady, a mother of four and a 
grandmother of one, holding a plate of sliced watermelon. “Here,” 
she said, her headscarf pinned below her chin. “It’s hard for you to buy 
and carry a whole one yourself, so I cut it up for you.” Later that week, 
her son knocked on my door, offering a bag of purple grapes he’d 
picked off the family tree outside.

My blonde hair and American heritage gave away my Christian 
identity, a fact that bore no special bearing on their generosity. These 
gifts of fruit were simple but profound signs of welcome from my 
Muslim neighbors.

That same week in September, just 135 miles north of my new home, 
local Christians in Maaloula, Syria opened their doors to find hostility 
from some of their Muslim neighbors. Members of the rebel and 
extremist al-Nusra Front murdered at least 10 Christians, and the rest 
of the population fled this historically Christian town as a fierce battle 
between Syrian loyalist and rebel forces raged.

Reading daily about Muslim-Christian relations in the Middle East 
while living here on a year-long research grant, I’ve been struck by 
the contrast between the hospitality I have received and the hostility 
faced by other Christians in the Middle East. My experiences of 
Muslims’ generosity doesn’t align with images of violence in the news. 
Christians and Muslims coexist quite peacefully in Jordan, but in some 
surrounding states the persecution of Christians is a harsh reality.

In Syria, 12 nuns and two bishops were kidnapped, and in Egypt, in 
the wake of the ouster of Muhammad Morsi, some Muslims destroyed 
Christian churches and attacked worshippers. In Iraq, Christians have 
become a convenient target in the sectarian violence that has plagued 
the country since the United States invasion in 2003. In the last 10 
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years, almost a million Iraqi Christians have fled 
the region.

Does Islam teach violence or peace?
Which attitude—hospitality or hostility—is Islam’s 
true disposition toward Christians? What does the 
religion say about how to treat Christians?

Some have argued in the post-September 11 era 
that Islam is at its heart a “religion of the sword” 
hostile to Christians. Robert Spencer, who led the 
campaign against the so-called “Ground Zero 
mosque,” has made a career out of arguing that 
Islam is inherently hostile. He’s cherry-picked 
and taken portions of the Qur’an and parts of 
Islamic history out of context to bolster his point. 
He cites verses which read “kill the polytheists” 
to claim that Islam sanctions the indiscriminate 
killing of Christians, while ignoring the 
surrounding context, other verses like “there is no 
compulsion in religion,” and the text’s constant 
emphasis on mercy.

In my studies and—more importantly—in my 
interactions with Muslims in the United States 
and abroad, I’ve learned that the acceptance 
of Christianity and other groups is in fact an 
Islamic value. A number of Qur’anic verses—
most notably 49:13, 5:48, and 2:256— are the 
basis for Muslims’ belief that religious diversity 
is a blessing to be preserved. While much of 
Middle East, Eastern Europe, North Africa, and 
Central and South Asia were ruled by Muslim 
leaders after the religion’s founding, swathes of 
the population that were not Muslim enjoyed 
religious autonomy and freedom that was 
unprecedented in other empires of the time (e.g. 
Byzantium).

But the Qur’an’s poetic lines about religious 
diversity or the stories about Christians flourishing 
in Islamic lands do not fit in with the narrative 
Spencer promotes. And his narrative has taken 
hold in America, where for the last decade 
we’ve heard about suicide bombings and the 
persecution of some Middle East Christians on 
the evening news. Spencer and others profit 
from enlarging the gulf between Christians and 
Muslims—they’ve managed to sell multiple New 
York Times bestsellers—and they work hard to 

subvert the strong trend of mercy and hospitality 
that is threaded throughout the Qur’an, the 
sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, and Islamic 
history.

Though they’ve done their best to bury any 
signs that Islam calls its followers to respect 
and be hospitable toward Christians, they’ll 
have a harder time covering up a centuries-old 
document recently found in the sands of Mount 
Sinai. This text, along with four other covenants 
between the Prophet Muhammad and a Christian 
monastery in Egypt, is the newest and strongest 
evidence against those who wish claim Islam is 
inherently hostile toward Christians.

A covenant of protection
If a monk or pilgrim seeks protection, in mountain 
or valley, in a cave or in tilled fields, in the plain, 
in the desert, or in a church, I am behind them, 
defending them from every enemy.

No building from among their churches shall 
be destroyed, nor shall the money from their 
churches be used for the building of mosques 
or houses for the Muslims. Whoever does such a 
thing violates Allah’s covenant…

The sentiments expressed here might come as a 
surprise to audiences in the West, but these are 
the words of the Prophet Muhammad expressed 
in a covenant signed by the early Muslims 
and the Orthodox Christians of St. Catherine’s 
Monastery in Egypt.

By the end of Muhammad’s life, the Islamic 
community was expanding throughout the 
Middle East and coming into contact with 
Christian communities from Egypt to Persia. In 
order to assure Christians of their protection 
under new Islamic rule, Muhammad authored 
five covenants that express a deeply moral and 
religious message: it is Muslims’ collective duty to 
protect and welcome Christians.

Four of the agreements were composed to 
address specific Christian communities in Sinai, 
Najran, Assyria, and Persia; one is addressed to 
Christians globally. In all of them, Muhammad 
insists that the content is eternal and universal. 
His injunction to protect Christians extends to all 



the “members of his religion and to all those who 
profess the Christian religion in East and West, 
near or far”… “until the end of the world.” He 
uses forceful language to emphasize that taking 
care of the Christian neighbor is central to Islamic 
life: “He who does not abide by this covenant… 
will be rejected by Allah and by all sincere 
Believers.”

These covenants were virtually unknown to 
modern scholars and believers until they were 
recently rediscovered and translated into 
English by Dr. John Andrew Morrow. The timing 
of Morrow’s publication of these documents 
could not be better. The radical generosity and 
acceptance expressed through the covenants flies 
in the face of today’s common misperception that 
Muslims are intolerant of religious diversity and 
intent on eliminating it.

“Now that we are witness to widespread Islamist 
violence against Christians in places like Syria 
and Egypt,” Morrow writes, “it is nothing short 
of providential that The Covenants of the 
Prophet Muhammad with the Christians of the 
World should see the light of day at this precise 
historical moment.”

The covenants, which are published online and 
for free, suggest that the violence and hostility 
we see directed at Christians is not coming from 
religious sources, but is instead a sad result of 
the mixture of politics, social instability, and 
humanity’s inclination toward sectarianism.

For me, the content of the covenants confirmed 
what I’ve encountered while living among 
Muslims here and at home. My identity as a 
Christian has not only been supported in the 
Muslim-majority country of Jordan, but also in 
the Muslim community at Georgetown University, 
where I went to college.

Though I grew up and still identify as Catholic, my 
first real spiritual home was the Muslim Students 
Association. Apathetic about my Roman Catholic 
upbringing and wondering whether Islam might 
be a better fit, I got involved in Islamic activities, 
and even started praying with my Muslim friends. 
It was on a Muslim students’ retreat that I had a 
personal and powerful prayer experience that 

was the major impetus for my re-embracing of 
Catholicism. Even as I began to find a place in 
Georgetown’s Catholic community, the Muslim 
group still remained a welcoming home where 
my Muslim friends supported the deepening of 
my Catholic faith.

Safeguarding diversity
A bishop shall not be removed from his 
bishopric… nor shall a pilgrim be hindered from 
his pilgrimage…

If the Nazarenes wish to build a church, their 
Mohammedan neighbors shall help them…

The covenants remind readers that the arson of 
churches and the kidnapping of bishops that we 
see today in Egypt and Syria go directly against 
what the prophet intended for an Islamic society. 
Instead, he may have pictured something more 
like the pluralism found in Jordan, a country 
heavily influenced by Islam. The tensions that 
do exist between some Muslims and Christians 
here are new; for centuries, the two groups lived 
together, celebrating each other’s holidays, and in 
many cases not even bothering to ask about the 
religious identity of friends and coworkers.

Many Muslims cite Qur’anic quotes like 49:13—
“We [God] have created you nations and tribes, 
that ye may know one another”—as their reason 
for promoting a religiously diverse society. In 
Jordan, calls for coexistence echo from every 
level of society, from the ordinary cab driver to 
the king, who jumpstarted the United Nation’s 
Interfaith Harmony Week and has been a leader 
in addressing the challenges Arab Christians face.

The Christian population here is small but valued, 
and evidence of its significant place in Jordanian 
society can be witnessed in the skyline, where 
church bell towers rise alongside minarets. 
Christians hang rosaries on their rear-view 
mirrors, and Christmas trees fill shop windows in 
December.

One line in the Najran covenant seems to 
speak directly to my personal experience. It not 
only speaks of the necessity of welcoming the 
stranger, but also of facilitating the Christian’s 
own prayer life:
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If a Christian woman enters a Muslim household, 
she shall be received with kindness, and she shall 
be given opportunity to pray in her church.

I have been invited to countless Muslim 
households, and greetings of welcome abound. 
The most common word I hear in Jordan 
is “ahlan,” which is generally translated as 
“welcome,” but more accurately means “you are 
family.” Muslims have helped me grow in my own 
faith as a Christian, touring me around ancient 
church mosaics in Madaba and wishing me “Merry 
Christmas.”

Doing unto Muslims as they’ve done unto me
When faced with such generous care, a response 
of reciprocity seems only natural. And indeed, 
the covenants require Christians not to aid “the 
enemies of Muslims.” When the covenant was 
written, these enemies would have been outside 
empires and military groups. Today, they might 
be repressive regimes around the world or those 
(often Christians) that discriminate against Muslims 
in the West.

As Muslims were being shot in Tahrir Square at the 
start of the Egyptian revolution, Christians joined 
hands to surround and protect Muslims during 
their Friday prayer. I also feel compelled to stand 
with my Muslim friends in the wake of September 
11 and a decade in which the demonization of 
Muslims has soared. When as a high schooler I 
received a piece of hate mail about Muslims in 
my email inbox—a message sent from a Christian 
friend—I felt no choice but to speak up against 
this un-Christian sentiment and in defense of my 
Muslim friends.

I’d like to think that we were somehow meant 
to find these covenants now, to remind Muslims 
and Christians of their duty to take care of one 
another and to remind Christians that those who 
do persecute them (even in the name of religion) 

do so for ungodly reasons.

But even if these covenants had not been 
rediscovered, even if they were buried of the 
sands of time, Muhammad’s letter to me and the 
world’s Christians would not be lost. It is written 
on the face of the toothless old man, wearing a 
tweed jacket, who handed me a grapefruit as I 
walked to my Arabic lesson. It is scribbled on the 
hands of the imam at my alma mater, who often 
gives me fist bumps when I pass him on campus. 
It hangs on the strands of hair of a villager in Wadi 
al-Seer, who welcomes me into her home for 
tea. These people—my friends from the Muslim 
Student Association and the Jordanian cab drivers 
who I barely know—live the message of their God, 
whom they call “the Most-Compassionate, the 
Most Merciful.”

Without having ever read the covenants, the 
Muslims I meet unquestioningly live out the 
message of Muhammad’s letters: generosity, self-
sacrifice, and treating your neighbor as yourself.

They [Christians] must be covered by the wing of 
mercy. Repel every harm that could reach them 
wherever they may find themselves and in any 
country in which they are.

I am grateful for the “wings of mercy”—the 
hospitality of my Muslim friends who greet me 
with watermelon and warm smiles—that abound 
around the world, and especially here in Amman. 
I’m reminded of them when see the doves and 
pigeons circle together around minarets and bell 
towers of Jordan, slipping between the rays of 
sunlight that shine on all of God’s creatures.
1Reprinted with permission. Read more at: http://www.
faithstreet.com/onfaith/2014/01/06/how-one-christian-
discovered-an-islam-of-peace/30235
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