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During the spring of 2015 a partnership evolved somewhat spontaneously to begin an interfaith 

focus group in Knoxville, Tennessee. Richard Cizik of the New Evangelical Partnership 

approached me about the possibility of bringing together a group of Evangelical pastors to study 

Christian-Muslim relations in the area. Eventually Aaron Stauffer of Religions for Peace USA 

joined in as we gathered about a dozen local pastors from several denominations, including my 

own affiliation, the Church of God (Cleveland, TN). Aaron subsequently helped us to initiate 

another prong of local interfaith activity though “A Seat at the Table”—interfaith “dinner and 

dialogue” encounters.  

Shortly after the Chattanooga shooting of (July 16, 2015), I approached the Muslim Community 

of Knoxville, having been impressed with their straightforward and sensitive handling of that 

terrorist crisis. I thus connected with a devout Muslim couple, Zaynab Ansari, a Scholar-in-

Residence at Tayseer Seminary in Knoxville, and her husband, Salahudin Abdul-Razacq, or 

Salah, a coach and physical education instructor at Annoor Academy, also in Knoxville. We hit it 

off exceptionally well. Salah and I, both motorcycle enthusiasts, began planning rides together 

and even thought to have a city-wide interfaith ride, while Zaynab and I frequently worked 

together in more formal interfaith dialogue settings. However, tragically, on Monday October 5 

Salah was struck by a hit-and-run car accident. After fighting for his life for nearly a week, that 

Friday (Oct 9) he passed. His young wife and three children were devastated. And I felt keenly 

the loss of my new friend.  

Of course, Salah’s grieving wife withdrew from public work for a time. We talked a few times, 

mostly by phone, text messaging, or email, but I sensed Zaynab needed some time for recovery. 

However, several weeks later I received a text in the middle night from her. She honestly 

expressed her pain and loss, her sense of aloneness, and the struggle to understand and trust God. 

She asked for prayer, too. My wife and I immediately prayed, and I translated our prayer into a 

text message. Once in a while over the next few months something similar would happen, 

sometimes initiated by myself as I sought to check on her and keep in touch. I counted it a high 

honor to walk, even a little, with this young widow through what undoubtedly has to be one of 

the most trying times in any person’s life journey.  

I shared with our congregation at New Harvest this tragic situation as well. They readily joined 

together in prayer for Zaynab and her family. Somehow when I started engaging in local 

interfaith work, even though I participated on a national and international scale previously, I 

never imagined anything like this kind of profoundly human journey together with someone of 

another faith. In fact, I think such a journey is likely only possibly at the local level with its 

shared community. I am unspeakably grateful for a congregation which not only supports but 
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actively participates in the critical (but controversial) work of building bridges with people of 

other faiths within our community.  

Eventually Zaynab began attending our interfaith meetings again. An intelligent and articulate 

woman, with a passion for serving God and for community service, she brings a great deal to our 

efforts. However, there is more. In a recent (May 2, 2016) meeting at New Harvest Church of 

God of a small group (about 9 or 10) of local interfaith leaders, my wife and I shared news that 

she is facing an unexpected health crisis. A fairly routine surgery now appeared frighteningly 

dangerous because of unrelated complications. With further testing pending, we were unsure of 

what she faced. Zaynab Ansari and others (including a local imam) quickly spoke up to assure us 

of their prayers for her healing. Yet Zaynab went further. After the meeting, she pulled Sue 

aside. The Muslim scholar began to encourage the Christian pastor’s wife. She even promised 

that she would herself connect with friends of faith around the world to unite in joint prayer on 

Sue’s behalf. Sue was greatly affected. At home later that evening, Sue said to me, “I somehow 

feel better knowing all those people are praying for me.”  

Please understand that I’m not here advocating some particular theology of interfaith prayer. 

When people who have faith in God get to know each other and begin to care about each other as 

human beings it is only natural to pray for each other during times of need. I just trust God to 

know what to do with that. I only know that on the human level it is deeply and profoundly 

touching. And who among us would refuse those prayers? Not me.  


