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Session 1

Worship One God
Scripture

Deuteronomy 6:4 In this, their essential prayer, the Shema, Jews of
ancient Israel and of today confess their worship of “the Lord alone.”
John 15:10–12 Jesus speaks about his commandment that the
disciples “love one another.”

Prayer

O God, you created us all. Help us to worship you. Help us to
praise you and follow your will. You are the creator and we are your
servants. You are merciful and compassionate. Help us to honor you.
Help us to show your mercy to others. Give us compassionate hearts
to extend your love to others. Help us to know who you are, and
who you want us to be as your people. May our lives reflect your
goodness. Open us to ways of expressing faith in you as we seek to
be your servants. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Setting the Scene

“It’s nice to see you again,” Rahilah says, smiling warmly. Her hijab
(or head scarf) is beige with green diamonds and she is wearing a
matching beige pantsuit. Ali stands up to shake your hand; he is
dressed no differently from you or me.
“Thanks for the coffee,” you answer, sliding into the booth across
from them. They have already ordered you a latté, knowing it’s your
favorite. The hospitality and generosity has grown between the three
of you. Because you like the two of them so much, you’re thrilled
that your friendship is growing as you continue conversations about
faith. You sip your latté as you anticipate another opportunity to
enter into their world and hear their questions, even as they are
entering into your world and listening to your questions.
“We have a difficult question to ask today,” Ali says shyly.
“Bring it on,” you say, feeling ready for anything.
“We’re going to be frank with you, my friend,” Ali begins. “We
Muslims believe in one God, the almighty Allah. To worship any
other god would be blasphemy.”
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“Why do Christians talk about three gods?” Rahilah asks.
Your heart sinks. Oh, no! They’re talking about one of the deepest
mysteries of the faith, one of the hardest to explain even to another
Christian—the Trinity.
“What do you mean ‘three gods’?” you ask, wanting to be sure
they are really asking about the Trinity.
Ali responds, “You call the great Allah ‘Father.’ You actually
believe he had a son, which is amazing to us. How can Jesus, who
was a great prophet, and a human being, be the Son of God? The
very idea that Jesus could be God in human form is distasteful and
dishonors God’s sovereign holiness.”
Rahilah chimes in: “Not only that, Key Question: Do you believe
but I hear that Christians worship a
in one God or three?
god called the ‘holy spirit.’ I thought
your Bible commands you to worship
no other god except Allah. Why do you disobey Allah like this?”

Reflection: God Is One

To Muslims, the idea of God taking human form is offensive.
The Qur’an takes a strong stand against the Christian doctrine of
incarnation. Muslims believe that Jesus (or Isa) lived and they highly
esteem him as a prophet, but they consider it blasphemous for
Christians to view Isa as equal with God.
Similarly, many Muslims cite the Christian belief in the Holy
Spirit as yet another example of our confusion about God. The
term “Holy Spirit” is briefly mentioned in the Qur’an, but Muslims
interpret it as either the “angel Gabriel” or “spiritual power.” The
Qur’an is explicit when it comes to rejecting the Trinity:
O People of the Book! Commit no excesses in your religion:
Nor say of Allah aught but the truth. Christ Jesus the son
of Mary was (no more than) a messenger of Allah, and His
Word, which He bestowed on Mary, and a spirit proceeding
from Him: so believe in Allah and His messengers. Say not
“Trinity”: desist: it will be better for you: for Allah is one
Allah: Glory be to Him: (far exalted is He) above having a
son. To Him belong all things in the heavens and on earth.
And enough is Allah as a Disposer of affairs.1

1. Qur’an 4:171, Yusufali translation.
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Certainly, the Christian belief in the Trinity creates problems for
dialogue between Christians and Muslims. The oneness of God is a
nonnegotiable for Muslims like Rahilah and Ali. The first and greatest
teaching of Islam is found in a saying they call the Shahadah: “La
ilaha illa-llah, Muhammadan Rasulu-llah,” which is to say: “There is
no god but Allah, and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.” (These
are the words that one confesses when converting to Islam.)
The idea of God as one is called Tawhid in Arabic, and the
opposite of it is denoted by the word Shirk (polytheism), which
conveys the notion “partnership.” The related term mushrik is
applied to someone guilty of polytheistic association.
Two tenets are foundational to all Christians: the Trinity and the
Incarnation. That is to say, we believe in one God who is known to
us as Father, Son, and Spirit. And we believe that God came and lived
on earth in the person of Jesus Christ. Since both of these beliefs
offend the Muslim’s view of God, how can we talk to one another
about God? Where will we find a point of convergence?
Perhaps a good place to begin talking about God together is
found in some of our common metaphors for God. The Qur’an
describes human relationship with God in terms of a master and
a servant, yet at the same time describes Allah as merciful and
compassionate to humans. Christians can affirm this view of God
because there are also examples in our Scriptures in which God is
described as a merciful and compassionate master (e.g., Neh. 9:31;
Jer. 3:12; Dan. 9:9; Ps. 86:15 and 111:4; Luke 12:35–48; Rom.
7:21—8:6; Eph. 6:9; Col. 4:1). Even Jesus is said to have taken the
form of a slave in obedience to God (Phil. 2:5–11).
Most important, however, is that Christianity, like Islam and
Judaism, is monotheistic: “The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your might” (Deut. 6:4–5). Jesus, speaking
more than a thousand years after Moses, affirmed this as one of the
two greatest commandments given to humanity (Mark 12:28–30;
Matt. 22:37). To us, Father, Son, and Spirit are not partners or
colleagues within a committee called “God.” Father, Son, and Spirit
are one in substance. St. Augustine proposes that a God who is
love must be triune in nature, since love always involves a lover, the
beloved, and the spirit of love between them.2 We worship a God
2. Gareth B. Matthews, ed., Augustine: On the Trinity Books 8–15 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), Book 8, paragraph 10.
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whose very being is an intimate relationship—a communion between
Father, Son, and Spirit so closely knit that we can conceive only of
God as one.

Exploring the Word

God is love; not love as a noun, but as an active verb. Jesus extends
an invitation to the church, asking us to join this act of love:
I am in the Father and the Father is in me . . . . And I will ask
the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with
you forever. This is the Spirit of truth . . . You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you. . . . On that
day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and
I in you” (John 14:10–20).
What a mysterious mixture of intimate relationships—Jesus in the
Father, his Spirit in us, the church in Jesus. The church is not divine,
by any means, but we are swept off our feet into a love relationship
with the divine, an intimacy mirrored in the triune nature of God.
The unity and fellowship of the Trinity models the unity and
fellowship the Church universal seeks to imitate in living together as
the one body of Christ.
Since the Bible never actually mentions the word Trinity,
Christians are often hard-pressed to explain its origins. Again, we
rely on the Holy Spirit working through church leaders who searched
the Scriptures diligently and prayerfully. They found Scriptures about
God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit throughout
the Old and New Testaments, just as we can when we search through
Scripture ourselves. Jesus made the most explicit reference to the
Trinity when he commanded us to baptize believers “in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19).3

What the Church Confesses

The Nicene Creed was written to affirm the Trinitarian nature of
God and to acknowledge the belief in one God who is Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit. It is the Church’s strongest statement of belief in
the eternal coexistence of the Father and Son: “We believe . . . in
3. Other scriptural references that are helpful to the discussion of one God in three persons
include the following: Deut. 6:4; Isa. 44:6; 45:21–22; Ps. 45:6; Jer. 10:10; Matt. 3:16–17;
John 1:1; John 17:3; Acts 5:3–4; Rom. 9:5; 1 Cor. 8:4–6; 2 Cor. 13:13; Col. 2:9;
1 Thess. 1:9; 1 Pet. 1:2, 1 John 5:20; Jude 1:24–25.
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one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of
the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, Very God
of Very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the
Father, by whom all things were made.”
Initially the creed was drafted to counter a widening rift within
the church over the relationship between the Father and the Son.
Emperor Constantine convened a council in Nicaea in a.d. 325
so that church leaders would come to some agreement over their
language about God. The proposal was adopted and signed by
a majority of the bishops. In a.d. 381, a second council met in
Constantinople. It adopted a revised and expanded form of the
a.d. 325 creed, now known as the Nicene Creed.
We may wonder if doctrines as complex as the Trinity could really
have any bearing on our everyday lives. One subtle yet relevant
impact of the Trinity is the implication it holds for understanding
what it means to be created in God’s image. We believe, as Augustine
observed, that the very essence of God is relational, and therefore
the Trinity highlights one of the differences between the Christian
and Muslim understandings of God. In Islam, God’s oneness reveals
a God who is self-sufficient. In Christianity, God’s oneness reveals a
God whose very essence is relational. That relational essence is made
known in the Trinity. The Study Catechism explains it this way:
Question 17. What does our creation in God’s image reflect
about God’s reality?
Our being created in and for relationship is a reflection of the
Holy Trinity. In the mystery of the one God, the three divine
persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—live in, with, and for
one another eternally in perfect love and freedom.
—Study Catechism: Full Version

Spiritual Practice

Read Deuteronomy 6:4 and John 14:9–21. Then reflect on Rahilah
and Ali’s question about the Trinity. How would you explain your
understanding of God, and what the Trinity means to you?
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Questions for Reflection

What common misperceptions do you hear when it comes to the
Christian idea of the Trinity? What Christian language and/or
traditions contribute to these misconceptions? What have you heard
that is helpful?
Remember the ever-present guy at televised sporting events carrying
that John 3:16 sign? It’s a central text to our belief in God’s salvation
through Christ, but the notion of Jesus as the “Son of God” is
anathema to Muslims. Should we stop emphasizing Jesus’ identity as
the Son of God around Muslims to avoid offending them? Why or
why not?
Because of the Christian emphasis on an intimate relationship with
God, we can sometimes treat God as a “pal” instead of as our Lord.
How can we find a healthy balance between fearing God and loving
God? How could the way Muslims exalt Allah inform our own awe
of, and obedience to, God?

An Exercise in Observation for Session 2
During church this coming Sunday, try to listen to the songs, Scripture,
prayers, and sermon as though you were a Muslim. Take notes during
the service. As best you can, imagine and observe the elements, words, or
practices that you think might confuse a Muslim visitor. What, if anything,
could a Muslim visitor accept as a shared truth? What might be offensive
to a Muslim? Be ready to share your observations with the group during
your next session.
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