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On October 8, On Being host, Krista Tippett moderated a conversation between poet 
Natasha Tretheway and interfaith activist, Eboo Patel.  It was held on the eve of the second 
presidential debate, the theme was “Religion and Conceptions of the Common Good.”   The 
speakers responded to Tippett’s usual brand of insightful questions not only on how to live 
beyond this election but also, and even more importantly, mining questions of identity, race, 
and justice.   

 
It was an important exchange between Patel and Tretheway and given the last few 

weeks of Holy Scripture we have been given to “read, mark, and inwardly digest”, the 
lessons for today may seem impossible to swallow regardless of your faith or your politics.    

 
I can only guess but it seems to me, however one voted, it’s been a fractious, divisive, 

and demoralizing time.   More and more, it seems that partisan lines are drawn as 
impervious and suspicions of “the other”, whomever you consider, “the other” are 
increasingly finding their way into our words and actions across all kinds of spectrums of 
diversity, religious, political, and social.  We seem at risk of losing our psyches, if not our 
very spirits and souls if we simply do not choose to live consciously, wholeheartedly, and 
faithfully the way of the Good News of Jesus Christ and the mission of God we are called to 
serve.   

 
Today’s lessons are all about the common good and the nature of right relationship.  

And so, I returned to the exchange between these articulate leaders interviewed by Krista 
Tippett to mine a little of its wisdom setting it in dialogue with our readings from Holy 
Scripture.    

 
Eboo Patel describes his life’s work as total immersion into the “science of the 

interfaith triangle.”  He founded and leads the Interfaith Youth Core, which social scientist, 
Robert Putnam has called, “the most successful interfaith movement in the United States.”  
Patel is a child of immigrants who describes his early life as a student as “an anger-fueled 
activist.”  However, he goes on to repeat a line by the French writer Marcel Proust that the 
true journey of discovery is not finding new landscapes; it’s in developing new eyes.   And 
he says he developed new eyes, even as a young Muslim, in the life of Dorothy Day in whom 
he says he found, “the most luminous, simple and cosmic language of justice, which was 
basically, if you are a Christian, you ought to live as Christ lived.”   It turns out that Eboo 
discovered a way of being in relationship, modeled by Dorothy Day, in humility and 
simplicity, that opened his understanding and his heart to a more faithful way of living his 
life as a devout Muslim, where this ethic of love and service was embedded in his own 
religious tradition.    

 
Tretheway is not a recognized religious figure.  She is, however, one of our foremost 

poets, a Pulitzer Prize winner and former poet laureate of the United States.  She works in 
what she describes as a corrective to the trivialized corrosive language of public life in our 
times.   In her words, “Poetry is the sacred language that allows us to connect across time 



and space, across all the things in everyday life that separate us, would destroy us.”  She is 
also the child of two parents of different races.   And so she and Patel offer us perspectives 
that just may open a way for us to see with new eyes and hear with new ears, the Scriptures 
we have before us today. 

 
Patel goes on to tell the story of visiting his grandmother in India, also a faithful 

Muslim, and wakes up one morning and there’s a strange woman in his grandmother’s 
home.  She doesn’t look like she’s part of the family, extended family or the household help.  
So, Patel asks his grandmother, “Mama, who is this woman?”  And his grandmother says, 
“Well, we don’t know her real name.  Her father and uncle are abusing her, so we’ve taken 
her in.  The leader of the local Muslim prayer house has brought her here to be with us, her 
new family.”  In the next moment, Patel’s grandmother walks over to her cupboard and 
takes out a shoebox.  She opens the lid and there in the box were dozens and dozens of 
polaroids, pictures of all of these women over the swath of India, that she, his grandmother 
had brought into her home over the past 50 years.   

 
Patel then asks, “Why do you do this?”  And his grandmother answers, “I’m a 

Muslim.  This is what we do.”  In that moment, Patel catches his breath, sees with new eyes 
and hears with new ears, saying, “You see the light on the path, and you walk the path, and 
you’re not especially impressed with yourself.  And I still, to this very day, understand that 
as the heart of the religious ethic.”  Religion and the common good.    

 
Tretheway goes on to comment that she, too, has experienced the lessons possible 

to learn as we see with new eyes and hear with new ears.  For her, the lesson was most 
powerfully learned in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina on the Mississippi Gulf Coast and 
in the writing of her book, “Beyond Katrina” which she describes as a “meditation on the 
Mississippi Gulf Coast.”  During the writing of the book, she says, “I saw how much of the 
language that comes to me is the language of religion, of faith, of religious rites.  And how it 
struck me as odd, because I consider myself a secular humanist, using such words as liturgy 
and understanding that in its original Greek, the word simply meant doing one’s public duty 
undertaken as a citizen in service to the commonwealth, to the common weal of all people.”   

 
Toward the conclusion of this very challenging conversation, Patel comments, “In 

my mind, the most dangerous trend in our society right now is what Andrew Sullivan calls 
the ‘scalping trend’, which is, if you disagree with me on one fundamental thing, say, matters 
of the Middle East, same-gender marriage, abortion, recognizing that indeed, these are 
fundamental, and not marginal at all- but if you disagree with me on that, I will neutralize 
our entire relationship, and I will take your scalp, and hang it on my wall as a trophy to 
make sure that everybody else who has that opinion knows I am coming for them.  [And so I 
ask…] How do you have a society in which people who disagree on where to draw the line 
will still perform heart surgery together, or serve on the PTA together?  It feels to me like 
the central thing we must do is to nurture the ethic of common good.  Good that is good for 
all.  And remaining in right relationship even in the very heat of fundamental disagreement 
continues to strengthen the mutual bonds of affection between and among us all.”   
 

My sisters and brothers in Christ, how in these times are we called by Jesus to 
strengthen the mutual bonds of affection that bind us together as made in the image and 
likeness of our ONE CREATOR?  How are you and I called to struggle, to wrestle, to pray and 
to practice seeing with new eyes and hearing with new ears?   How are you and I called to 



live into the answers that we cannot yet know while we make decisions rooted in the ethic 
of LOVE, the unconditional love of God in Jesus Christ?   

 
In our passage this morning from Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth, we hear 

his exasperation with the partisan and divisive nature of Corinthian life:  “I belong to Paul.   I 
belong to Appollos.  Are you not merely human?”  an exasperated Paul asks???  Paul teaches 
the infant church and us, that partisan politics which takes no account for the common 
good, is not faithful living in the way of Jesus.   The bigger vision, the fundamental truth is 
that each of us has a common purpose, the one who plants and the one who waters and it is 
only God who gives the growth.   What a lesson in walking humbly with our God alongside 
one another as we each are called to contribute to the common good of all God’s children.    

 
I suspect that Paul’s experience of the church is much more familiar to us than we 

may prefer to imagine.  Like him, we live in the midst of strident cultural divisions from 
which no denomination or congregation is immune.   Yes, fellow reconcilers, even here in 
the midst of this congregation it is not difficult to find the issues, the politics, the theology 
that divide us.  The sin infects our lives if that’s all we are willing to focus on, as we make 
decisions to separate into our camps on the left and on the right, certain of our own moral 
superiority if not our individual, hard fought freedom becoming all that matters.    

 
How can any preacher stand among God’s people who know these painful fault lines 

all too well, to proclaim good news that offers an alternative vision rooted in the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ?  And yet, here we are doing just that, together, proclaiming 
a vision of the commonwealth of God where there is abundant life meant for all.   

 
During the great historical period in England known as the Oxford Movement, there 

was a renewed interest in the worship life of the church as a source of renewal and 
transformation of the whole world.  In that time, there was a deep connection between 
worship and a starving world.  That should tell us something.  We might say that the bread 
on the altar has a deep, inextricable connection with the bread needed to satisfy the world’s 
deep hunger.  The Eucharistic feast of which you and I partake is the great leveler where 
status and opinion fade away and wherein we are bound to one another as the blessed and 
broken body of Christ himself.  Through our Eucharistic worship, you and I “become like the 
One we receive”, those given to reconcile, restore, and renew the world by the 
unconditional love and mercy of God.   

 
Matthew reminds us that while we strive for Jesus’ ideal, when things fall short of 

the mark, and we know they will, reconciling and healing relationships with our brothers 
and sisters and then coming to the altar and offering our life and labors to our God is the 
blessing we need the most, time and time again.    
 
 Dorothy Day, the founder of the Catholic worker movement used to say, “If each of 
us could just remember that we are ALL created in the image of God, then we would 
naturally want to love more.”  So, my friends, will you and I remember this throughout the 
week when confronting difference and division?  Will we choose to remain in right and 
loving relationship with one another, reconciling our divisions and seeking only the way of 
Jesus?   

              



Another gifted poet, Mary Oliver, writes poems of arresting beauty that reflect on 
the power of love and declares all of life holy.   I leave you with the powerful words of her 
poem, To Begin With, the Sweet Grass (from Evidence: Poems of Mary Oliver): 

 
 Eat bread and understand comfort. 
 Drink water, and understand delight. 
 Visit the garden where the scarlet trumpets 
  are opening their bodies for the hummingbirds 
 who are drinking the sweetness, who are thrillingly gluttonous.  
 
 For one thing leads to another. 
 Soon you will notice how stones shine underfoot. 
 Eventually tides will be the only calendar you believe in.   
 
 And someone’s face, whom you love, will be as a star 
  both intimate and ultimate, 
 and you will be both heart-shaken and respectful.   
 
 Look and look again.   
 This world is not just a little thrill for the eyes.   
 
 It’s more than bones. 
 It’s more than the delicate wrist with its personal pulse. 
 It’s more than the beating of a single heart. 
 It’s praising. 
 It’s giving until the giving feels like receiving.  
 You have a life-   just imagine that!  … 
 
 We do one thing or another; we stay the same or we change. 
 Congratulations if you’ve changed… 
 
 I have become the child of the clouds and of hope.   
 I have become the friend of the enemy,  whoever that is. 
 I have become older and, cherishing what I have learned, 
 I have become younger.  
 
 And what do I risk to tell you this, which is all I know? 
 
 Love yourself.  Then forget it.  Then, love the world.     
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


