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When I learned that the Arabic word “Islam” means “to submit,” I knew I was in trouble.  I 

mean, how well will a sermon about submission go over in a Unitarian Universalist 

congregation? As a religious tradition with a long history of insisting on freedom of 

conscience, submission seems like a hard sell to UU’s.  

 

And yet, here we are.  Submitting to God, or Allah in Arabic, is central to Islam. Of the five 

pillars that characterize Islam, the first is the Shahada, or the profession of faith, which 

states, “I bear witness that there is no God but God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of 

Allah.”  Understood as more than mere words, declaring one’s faith in this way means 

submitting to the presence and reality of God as revealed to Muhammad and recorded in 

the Qur’an.   

 

Submission does not stop there. Through its Five Pillars, Islam is a religion of actions that 

guide the behavior of Muslims in significant ways daily, annually, and over a lifetime. Daily 

Muslims are expected to pray five times. Annually, Muslims are required to give away a 

percentage of their wealth to the poor and to fast during daylight hours for the month of 

Ramadan. Notably, for both fasting and almsgiving there are conscientious exceptions for 

those who might suffer significant hardship or lack the capacity to meet the requirements. 

A similar thoughtful exception is found in the fifth pilar which requires all Muslims to make 

a pilgrimage to Mecca once in their lifetime if it is within their means.  

 

In these five ways, to be Muslim is to not only to hold certain beliefs but to also live out 

particular actions. But why submit to these requirements of action? To these beliefs?  

 

For many, they submit simply because they believe this to be true. We may disagree. We 

may not believe in God. We may not believe that the Qur’an, the sacred book of Islam, is in 

fact the direct revelation of God to guide our actions. But in our shared world, nearly two 

billion people believe in or are shaped by the Islamic tradition.  This is our reality. To 

encounter difference often means discovering how to be in relationship with those whom 

believe and live differently than we do.  Sometimes encountering difference challenges us 

to consider new ideas and perspectives that just might widen or deepen our own 

understanding of self and others.  

 

https://pluralism.org/islam-means-being-


 

 
 
 

© Stephanie May 2023 

 

2 

And so today I want to explore the idea of submission for lessons that even we freedom-

loving UU’s might appreciate.  

 

I’m certainly not immune to a certain hesitation to the idea of submission. My grandmother 

used to love to tell a story about me when I was four. Apparently, when I was in the 

hospital after having my appendix removed, I refused her help when I had to use the 

bathroom. “I do it myself,” I defiantly told her.  I took pride in being able to act 

independently—then, and often now. Perhaps you do as well? Asking for help, being 

dependent, or, submitting to the direction of another have all been a struggle for me at 

times.  

 

Later, in my 20’s, a poem by Wendell Berry helped me to rethink submission. As Dan read 

for us earlier, Berry writes, 

 

“The cloud is free only 

to go with the wind. 

The rain is free 

only in falling.” 

 

These lines have stayed with me for years. They point to a different approach to freedom 

where freedom comes not by the absence of restraint, but rather by surrendering to the 

law governing its existence. Berry continues,  

 

“In law is rest 

if you love the law, 

if you enter, singing, into it 

as water in its descent.” 

 

Perhaps sometimes we might find more freedom by “going with the flow” as the aphorism 

counsels. Perhaps sometimes accepting the limits imposed upon us by the nature of things 

releases us from trying to do what is in fact not possible to do. Maybe sometimes 

submitting to the limits of a situation is freeing.  

 

But accepting one’s limits can also be rather challenging. Right?! Over the last four weeks of 

struggling with COVID and then its lingering impact, I have become deeply re-acquainted 

with this notion of respecting my limits. On most days, I have had clear mental function for 

only the first half of the day before needing a nap. Overall, I have been unable to mentally 

or physically do as much as I am accustomed to doing. 
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I know this is not a foreign experience to most of us. Most, if not all of us, have faced limits 

in what we are able to do. Perhaps an illness or an injury shifts our abilities. Or the loss of 

someone dear to us brings a grief that weighs down our thinking and our doing. Maybe 

we’ve simply never been able to run as fast, read as quickly, or draw as well as we would 

have liked to be able to do. Or we’ve never been able to be quite as optimistic or trusting or 

relaxed as others seem to be.  

 

We all live within the limits of our unique capacities, our particular histories, and our 

specific contexts. Not to mention that we all live within the physical demands of gravity as 

well as the need for food, water, and oxygen. We too are like the wind and rain, interwoven 

with the cycles of life.  

 

And yet, knowing any of this does not change the fact that sometimes our restlessness 

declares ‘it should be different’ in a spirit of resistance. Yes, sometimes, things could be 

different. Sometimes change is possible. We can pass a law removing hurdles to voting for 

formerly enslaved persons or for women. We can leave an abusive relationship or a bad 

job. We can seek out a religious community that better aligns with our spiritual journey.  

 

But are there not also times when we cannot change the reality of what is? Are there not 

situations and experiences that we must simply accept for what they are? 

 

You may be familiar with the “Serenity Prayer” widely used in 12-step programs: 

 

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,  

courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference. 

 

Knowing the difference between what we can and cannot change is not easy. Discerning 

this difference is, I agree, often a matter of wisdom. But I think it is also a matter of belief.  

 

Religious beliefs of many different kinds often determine our sense of what is and is not 

changeable. Whether we believe in a Creator God who has shaped the world to be a certain 

way or in a cosmic system of karma and samsara, our religious framework about the 

ultimate nature of the universe can shape our discernment of what we can change and 

what we must accept. In other words, our religious beliefs shape our sense of what is 

ultimately real and true about the nature of things.  

 

And so, I ask you, as a group of Unitarian Universalists, what do you believe is and is not 

changeable in the world? In your world? How do you discern the difference? When do you 
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muster courage and conviction to make a change? And when do you accept—or submit to 

the reality of—what you cannot change?  

 

In the “Serenity Prayer,” the petitioner asks for serenity to be able to accept what they 

cannot change.  But could it also be that serenity—or a sense of peace—can emerge from 

accepting your limits? Can surrendering to what is actually help us to find peace?   

 

The relationship between peace and submission is part of discussions in Islam as well.  

Many note that the word Islam shares the root word “salam” with the Arabic word for 

peace “salaam”.  While it may not be as simple equivocation that “Islam means peace,” the 

shared cognate is suggestive to some that peace is found through submission. In other 

words, one finds peace through submission to God. Peace comes by submitting to the rule 

and ruler of the universe.  

 

I hear in this an echo of Berry’s notion of the freedom found in surrendering to the law, in 

the rain falling freely as it must because that is the nature of rain.  Perhaps our 

understanding of God is not the same as that of a Muslim or of the Qur’an, but I believe that 

we all have some notion of an ultimate reality of the way things are . . . whether or not we 

call this God. In this way, submitting to God, to the Ultimate Reality as we understand it, 

may be a path to finding peace for all of us. Perhaps when we surrender to the reality of 

what we cannot change, to the reality of our limits, we might find peace in being within the 

world as it is, here and now. Yes, it’s a world where so much should and even could be 

better. But we also have to discern what we cannot change.  

 

Not long after I first read Wendell Berry’s poem, I married and started a family.  Young and 

full of hope, I was initially optimistic that the conflicts and unhappiness I felt in my 

marriage just needed work and attention. Only after several years of a deeply painful 

relationship did I accept that I could not “change” or “fix” my husband to become what felt 

loving and safe for myself and my son. Choosing to divorce was incredibly hard for many 

reasons, but the reality was that divorce was the better path. In the end, submitting to that 

hard reality was freeing and it did bring peace as I have gone on to experience happier and 

more loving relationships.   

 

I’m not sure if Wendell Berry was in my mind through that discernment process. But I do 

know that many threads, including Berry, contributed to my growing spiritual awareness 

that the world was bigger than me. I needed help to restart my life, which friends, family, 

and my church all helped me to do. Maybe sometimes we don’t have to—nor can we—“do 

it by myself” as my four-year old self insisted. Maybe sometimes we are at our limits of 

https://pluralism.org/islam-means-being-
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what we can do and we need help. Maybe we need to submit the reality of what is to find 

peace. 

 

While I am certain that Islam and the meaning of submission in Islam is far more than I 

have been able to explore here, my hope for all of us is that we consider the lessons we 

might glean from our Muslim friends about the meaning of submission. For example, while 

the five pillars guide Muslim behavior, there are also thoughtful accommodations for the 

reality that people have varying circumstances and capacities. In this way, the 

requirements adapt to the reality of life. Submission need not be understood only as a rigid, 

mindless abdication. Submission may also be a path to spiritual freedom and to finding 

peace as well. 

 

So may it be. 

Amen. 


