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  Dedication

  To the Parents

  Ed & Pauline Outcalt

  Bill & Marilyn Osburn

  “Honor your father and your mother” is written among the most important laws of righteousness

  —Aeschylus, 450 BCE


  The Fable

  A man who wrote fables was passing through a secluded forest when he met Fortune. The Fabulist attempted to flee, but Fortune pursued until he captured the Fabulist.

  “Why did you try to run away?” asked Fortune. “And why do you regard me with so much animosity?”

  “Well,” answered the Fabulist, “I don’t know what you are.”

  “I will tell you what I am,” said Fortune. “I am wealth. I am respectability. I am beautiful homes. I am a yacht and a clean shirt each day. I am leisure and I am travel. I am fine wine and a shiny hat and a warm coat. I am enough to eat.”

  “Very well,” said the Fabulist in a whisper. “But for goodness’ sake speak softer.”

  “Why?” asked Fortune.

  “So as not to wake me,” replied the Fabulist.


  Preface

  This book was written during troubled times. Wars, violence, ecological disasters, hunger, the Ebola crisis, and political upheavals: All of these and more dominated the news. But perhaps it has always been so.

  And yet … one might think that shouting and name calling has become the preferred method of conversation—while listening (and hearing) is disregarded. People of differing philosophies and religions now seem to regard each other as mortal enemies instead of living by those peaceable precepts that could build a harmonious society. Even the greatest teachings of the past seem to be cast aside in exchange for hateful rhetoric or morphed into philosophies that prefer death to life.

  My hope with Common Ground is that people from all walks of life, from divergent faiths and differing perspectives, can discover beauty and pleasure in what they do not yet know, but might learn from the great teachers and sages of the past. Not all faiths and philosophies are the same, of course—but in fact, each is unique and should be honored as separate and solitary by rights and personal choice.

  Nevertheless, one can discover common truths within the diversity—wonderful and beautiful parables, teachings, stories, morals, and mysteries—that can be bridges to understanding and peace. One learns when one encounters the new idea, the different idea. And through learning, through openness, one begins to appreciate the vast trove of teaching literature that exists, and which can eventually create a common ground with others.

  A book can be a bridge, too. And this one celebrates the one joy that can be known through a deeper understanding of the many.


  Introduction

  And so, in all interactions, the superior person carefully considers the beginning.

  —I Ching

  No one begins building a tower without first considering whether he can complete it.

  —Jesus

  There are many ways people can encounter truth—through wisdom, example, prayer, story. But much truth is conveyed through metaphor—those images that produce a surplus of meaning and cause one to ponder the deeper layers beneath. Metaphors stand at the center of many teaching stories—both religious and moral and humorous—and serve as an invitation to place oneself inside the meaning. As such, metaphors are rarely transparent and more commonly produce questions than answers. This is their intent.

  Superior metaphors are also able to cross time and culture. They speak to the human condition and to truth regardless of place or circumstance. These metaphors are ubiquitous, universal, common.

  Take the metaphor of a tree.

  This image has been used in all cultures, times, and places to address deeper truths, and the tree frequently stands at the center of a revelation or teaching.

  Consider, for example, the first chapters of Genesis, where the tree of life and the tree of good and evil appear. The tree is many things: a source of life, an invitation, a temptation, a symbol of that which is lost. And later, in Exodus, the burning bush of Moses hearkens back to these earlier themes of life, invitation, human weakness, and the call of God. Jesus used the metaphor of the tree in numerous parables: a tiny mustard seed that grows into a giant, sheltering bush; a farmer who determines the health of a tree by observing its fruit; vines that are pruned so that they can produce abundant fruit; seeds that fall on various types of soils. And at the end of the Christian scriptures, the book of Revelation contains an image of the tree of paradise, its branches arching and leaves providing healing for the nations.

  The Buddha also used the metaphor of the tree to speak of the importance of roots, of fruitfulness, of joy. So did Confucius. And there are thousands of Native American stories that speak of the whispering pines and the towering strength of the sycamore through which the Great Spirit speaks.

  St. Francis, who lived in the thirteenth century, sang praises to the sun, moon, and stars—but also reveled in the metaphor of the tree:

  Dear mother earth, who day by day unfoldest blessings on our way,

  The flowers and fruits that in thee grow, let them God’s glory also show.

  In this collection, one will discover marvelous fruits that have been harvested from many voices. This tree is large, and varied, but the reader will certainly find ample shade and encouragement through the stories, tales, and teachings represented in this amazing tree of wisdom.

  One doesn’t have to bite into every fruit, of course. These teachings will be sweeter to some than to others, not all will taste the same. But that is also the beauty of variety. Metaphors have the power to change flavors and a metaphor’s impact can be much stronger in certain seasons of life. Even if one is not familiar with a certain fruit, it can be fun to bite into a new variety.

  My hope is that Common Ground will contain something for everyone—and that every reader will be able to enjoy some new or exotic fruit every time these pages are opened. Moreover, I trust that readers will appreciate the deep roots and the over-arching branches of truth that these stories contain.

  Of course, every reader will have favorites—but may also gather some low-hanging fruit that may have previously been overlooked. One doesn’t have to hate one fruit in order to enjoy another.

  Centuries ago, Aesop spoke of this truth in his fable about a hungry fox:

  A hungry fox noticed some delicious-looking grapes hanging on the vine. But as he attempted to eat the fruit he discovered that the clusters were beyond his reach. No matter how fast he ran and leaped, he could not attain even a single grape. Walking away from the vine the fox said, “The fruit was no good anyway. I don’t need these sour grapes.”

  My hope is that everyone will be able to enjoy this fruit—but if there are metaphors that seem beyond our reach, that we may not despair over or disparage in the teaching. The tree is large. And it has deep roots in common ground.


  Chapter One

  Sage Wisdom

  Can you let your body become supple as a newborn child’s? Can you cleanse your inner vision until you see nothing but the light?

  —Tao Te Ching

  Happy are those who find wisdom, and those who get understanding.

  —Proverbs 3:13 (Hebrew Bible)

  When we hear the phrase “sage wisdom” we commonly think of stories and insights that are helpful in daily life. Stories about wise men, authoritative women, and provocative visionaries come to mind. Sage wisdom can be inspiring, but not always because the insights originate from perfect people. Rather, much wisdom is born of human struggle and failure. We not only learn from saints, but from sinners, too.

  Wisdom comes in many forms. Stories, sayings, blessings, prayers—all of these can be sources of insight. But wisdom can also be found in humor, in saga, in drama, and in metaphor. Sometimes, when we hear a fresh word from a familiar source, we are at once astounded and confused. Or we may return time and again to those parables and quotations that offer us hope or encouragement.

  In the past century many ancient documents have been discovered that continue to confound and excite by their possibilities. The Dead Sea Scrolls, the Nag Hammadi library, the Jesus Sutras (China), and even newly discovered stories by more modern sages such as Mark Twain and Shirley Jackson seem to offer new wine from old wineskins. It is not just the discoveries themselves that inspire us, but more accurately the excitement of hearing a distant voice in a fresh way.

  When we hear Jesus saying in the gospel of Thomas, for example, “Be passersby,” our imaginations may take flight by asking, “What did Jesus mean by this?” Or when we hear the Buddha saying, “I am awake,” we are at once perplexed and inspired by these familiar, and yet always contemporary, words. This is the power of ancient wisdom, as these words have crossed continents and cultures and are still producing conversation in our time.

  But we dare not think that all wisdom originates from a religious mindset. Some wisdom—such as Aesop’s fables for instance—has a didactic quality that endures the test of time. These sources demonstrate that people have long possessed a desire for learning, for growing, and for discovering an ethical center from which to live a meaningful life. The sage, then, can be someone who makes us think, who challenges our perceptions, or who adds a new element into the mix of the tried and true. Sometimes our ideas need to be examined more closely or we may need to question our foundations. The sage can be someone who upsets or encourages us. Sages can confound or confirm. Sages can be equal parts troubling and comforting.

  The wisdom we find in these teachings—these parables, legends, and tales—can be matched only by the size of our imaginations. Sometimes the saints will inspire us through their example. Or we may discover ourselves in the far country of doubt, beset by worry, only to return to the wisdom of the ages.

  Centuries ago, when an editor began collecting the Hebrew proverbs, the book began with this invitation:

  The Proverbs [are] … to know wisdom and instruction;

  To perceive words of understanding;

  To receive the instruction of wisdom, justice, judgment, and equity;

  To give subtlety to the simple, to the young knowledge and discretion.

  A wise man will hear and will increase learning;

  And a man of understanding shall attain to wise counsels:

  To understand a proverb and the interpretation:

  The words of the wise and their dark sayings.

  —Proverbs 1:1-6

  Once, some students asked C. S. Lewis—the noted Oxford don who taught Medieval literature and also wrote many well-known fantasy works such as The Chronicles of Narnia—if writing fantastic stories might compel some people to forsake reality and begin to live in a fantasy world. Lewis replied that, “Far from dulling or emptying the actual world, stories provide a new dimension of depth. The one who listens to stories does not despise real woods because he has read of enchanted woods. The reading makes all real woods a little enchanted.”1

  Through the ages, many wise sages and teachers have embraced this same philosophy—especially in regard to using legendary material to guide and inspire. Great stories influence and heighten our awareness of reality. A wise story can help us make better decisions and can awaken our senses.

  Likewise, just as many great teachers have offered their own stories, there have been many more which have emerged about the teachers themselves. Often, it is impossible to tell which came first—the story attributed to the teacher, or the story told about the teacher.

  Wisdom, of course, comes in many forms. Sometimes the lessons come neatly packaged in straightforward prose: “If you find your mind tempted and entangled in greed, you must suppress and control the temptation,” the Buddha told his followers. And at other times, the lessons are shown through legendary stories about the teacher (as in this story detailing how the Buddha came to control his own greed):

  One day Siddhartha, the Prince, visited a hermit and watched the ascetic’s practices. The Prince was so moved by the simplicity of the hermit that he himself decided to live a life free of greed. Siddhartha lived in the forest for six years, and afterwards received nothing but a bowl of milk from a young maiden who lived nearby.

  Nearly every religion and culture has a wisdom tradition attached to it. Sometimes these traditions emerge as a counter-movement against the institutionalism of the faith, and at other times might represent the best and the brightest voices speaking for the faith. Sufism, for example, emerged as the wisdom movement of Islam during the twelfth century, and over time, developed into several schools of thought. The various monastic orders of the church would be of similar intent, as would the Desert Fathers tradition in Egypt. Hassidic beliefs would constitute some of the wisdom traditions of Judaism.

  But there are other sources of wisdom as well. Often, as the legends in this chapter reveal, we can see how stories about saints and sages have emerged to offer new understandings of life—as people found themselves in ever-changing circumstances and new predicaments. Quite often, people appealed back to the sages of old to make sense of the difficulties they were experiencing. And so the work and words of Moses or Elijah, of Jesus or Mohammad, were given new life through new story.

  Perhaps the legends here can help us to discover a greater appreciation for life, or for others, or even for our particular moment in time. Wisdom never dies. But it does change and adapt. By allowing these legends to take hold within us, we can learn to face our own challenges and difficulties with confidence and understanding.

  There is enough sage wisdom in the following to last a lifetime and to increase our own learning. One never has enough knowledge. In the following we will discover enough common ground to unite us with both ancient ideas and contemporary discussions. Let the wise understand. And let the learner learn.

  Feathers in the Wind (Jewish)

  A man once sought the advice of the famous rabbi, Hillel. “Rabbi,” he said, “I have a question about the commandments.”

  “And what is that?” asked Hillel.

  “I understand why we are commanded not to kill. I understand why there is a commandment against stealing. But I do not understand why God has given a commandment against slandering the neighbor.”

  “The answer is easy enough,” Hillel said. “But first, I must ask you to gather a sack of feathers and place a feather on the doorstep of every house in the village. When you have completed this task, return and I will give you an answer.”

  The man did as he was told, and returned the next day. “I’ve completed the task,” he said. “I’ve placed a feather on every doorstep. Now … give me the answer.”

  “Oh, yes,” said Hillel, “about that. Now I must ask you to go back and retrieve each of the feathers.”

  “What? But that is impossible! The wind will have carried all of the feathers away.”

  “Yes,” answered Hillel, “and so it is with the lies we tell about our neighbors. They can never be retrieved. They are like feathers in the wind.”

  *Who has not experienced the pain of knowing that a friend has gossiped about a personal situation or secret? And who has not experienced the temptation to repeat damaging hearsay or unfounded rumor? Although it has often been said that words cannot harm us, on the contrary, words are quite powerful, and can hurt just as much as, or more than, a physical blow.

  The wisdom of truth-telling goes far beyond the information itself. When we tell the truth, or when we guard the secrets of others, people learn to trust us. The ability to keep a secret and avoid the temptation to gossip is a mark of integrity that other people will look for in good friends and colleagues. Often, a betrayal of personal information can lead to the downfall of a friendship.

  This legend of Hillel demonstrates one of the famous rabbi’s most familiar traits: knowing how to use words wisely, and, just as importantly, when to remain silent.

  The Miser and His Treasure Gotthold Lessing

  A miser had spent the better part of his life accumulating a great treasure, which he kept hidden in the garden behind his house. In his heart, he fancied that he was the richest man in the world, and he loved to inform people of this fact whenever he met them.

  One night a thief dug up the miser’s treasure. In its place the thief deposited a large stone. The next morning, when the miser discovered that his treasure was gone, he was heartbroken. His neighbors came to console him, but he kept crying, “O wretched man that I am! What will I do?”

  One of the neighbors pointed out that he never used any of his money anyway. “Why don’t you pretend that the rock is the treasure, seeing as how it is the same and will simply remain buried in your yard? That way, you can go on enjoying your life.”

  But the miser replied, “Oh, but how can I enjoy life knowing that there is someone richer than I?”

  *Sometimes wisdom eludes us at the point of our vices. Wealth is not true wealth unless it is of benefit to ourselves and others. The point of having enough is knowing when we have enough. The mind is indeed a powerful tool. That is why many of the poor regard themselves as rich, and many of the rich live in utter misery. Perception is reality. And when it comes to wealth, it is best used to bless others than to be buried inside self-absorption.

  The Distinguished Stranger Robert Louis Stevenson

  Once upon a time there came to this earth a visitor from a neighbouring planet. And he was met at the place of his descent by a great philosopher, who was to show him everything.

  First of all they came through a wood, and the stranger looked upon the trees. “Whom have we here?” said he.

  “These are only vegetables,” said the philosopher. “They are alive, but not at all interesting.”

  “I don’t know about that,” said the stranger. “They seem to have very good manners. Do they never speak?”

  “They lack the gift,” said the philosopher.

  “Yet I think I hear them sing,” said the other.

  “That is only the wind among the leaves,” said the philosopher. “I will explain to you the theory of winds: it is very interesting.”

  “Well,” said the stranger, “I wish I knew what they are thinking.”

  “They cannot think,” said the philosopher.

  “I don’t know about that,” returned the stranger: and then, laying his hand upon a trunk: “I like these people,” said he.

  “They are not people at all,” said the philosopher. “Come along.”

  Next they came through a meadow where there were cows. “These are very dirty people,” said the stranger.

  “They are not people at all,” said the philosopher; and he explained what a cow is in scientific words which I have forgotten.

  “That is all one to me,” said the stranger. “But why do they never look up?”

  “Because they are graminivorous,” said the philosopher; “and to live upon grass, which is not highly nutritious, requires so close an attention to business that they have no time to think, or speak, or look at the scenery, or keep themselves clean.”

  “Well,” said the stranger, “that is one way to live, no doubt. But I prefer the people with the green heads.”

  Next they came into a city, and the streets were full of men and women. “These are very odd people,” said the stranger.

  “They are the people of the greatest nation in the world,” said the philosopher.

  “Are they indeed?” said the stranger. “They scarcely look so.”

  *Stevenson’s fables, while often shot through with religious overtones and criticism of contemporary mores, also possessed a certain playfulness. In this other-worldly parable, Stevenson takes on the whole of humanity by asking some basic questions such as: “What makes a people great?” “What makes a nation great?” “How do we explain ourselves or justify our own existence before others?”

  Lord Krishna’s Request (Hindu)

  Lord Krishna summoned two kings in order to test their wisdom. To the first king he offered this challenge: “Travel throughout the world, search high and low, and find for me one truly good man.”

  The first king roamed the earth, talked to many people, and some time later returned to Krishna with his findings. “I have done as you requested,” the king said. “I traveled the earth, but was unable to find one good man among so many. They are all selfish and wicked. Not a single one who has a genuine heart of good.”

  Krishna then called for the second king. To him he offered this challenge: “Travel throughout the world, search high and low, and find for me one truly wicked man.”

  This king departed into the world, talked to many people, and some time later returned to Krishna. “I have done as you requested,” the king said. “I traveled the earth, but was unable to find one truly wicked man. Many are misguided, many walk in darkness, some are full of failure, but as for a truly wicked man, there is not one to be found. There is some good in all, despite their weaknesses.”

  *Humanity is a mixed bag—as is each person. All have strengths and weaknesses, successes and failures, gifts and sins. Striving to see the best in others is a mark of wisdom.

  Reminiscent in this Krishna legend is the affirmation that something of the divine exists in all people. If all are created in God’s image and proclaimed as good, then surely there is some good to be found in everyone. There may also be failure and wickedness, but the highest principle prevails.

  We are changed when we look for the good in others.

  Progress (Taoist)

  One day Yen Hui told Confucius, “I have made progress.”

  Confucius said, “Tell me what you mean.”

  Yen Hui said, “I think no longer about people and have no responsibility.”

  Confucius answered, “This is good, but it is not enough.”

  Some days later, Yen Hui approached Confucius again and said, “I have made progress.”

  Confucius said, “Tell me what you mean.”

  Yen Hui answered, “I no longer give any thought to ritual or music.”

  “This is good, but it is not enough,” said Confucius.

  Still later, Yen Hui approached Confucius and said, “I have made progress.”

  Confucius said, “Tell me what you mean.”

  Yen Hui answered, “I sit in forgetfulness.”

  Confucius was surprised and said, “Tell me what you mean by ‘sitting in forgetfulness.’”

  Yen Hui said, “I give no mind to my body and do not rely upon my intellect; I have forgotten about my physical self, have left all understanding behind, and have become one with the Universe. This is what I mean by sitting in forgetfulness.”

  When Confucius heard this he said, “When everything is the same, there are no preferences; when everything is in a state of flux, there is no constant. Can it be that you have obtained such wisdom? If so, I would follow you.”

  *In Taoism, one encounters the concept of wei wu wei, which means, “doing not doing.” The idea has nothing to do with passivity, but rather practicing right living and awareness to the point where one’s actions flow from the center of being—much like an athlete might master certain movements to the point where they become unconscious, or a painter might master the stroke of a brush without having to think about it. In Taoism, a person becomes one with the universe when he or she masters “doing not doing.”

  In other faiths, in other philosophies, these practices might be considered disciplines—those actions and thoughts and processes that one carries out without thinking about them.

  This legend of Confucius provides a glimpse of the type of understanding one is expected to attain when one reaches this state of wisdom. You let go of the self in order to become a greater self. You release desire and attachments in order to live in present love and harmony. The goal is to become Tao—the Truth—the Life.

  The Two Matches (Stevenson)

  One day there was a traveler in the woods in California, in the dry season, when the Trades were blowing strong. He had ridden a long way, and he was tired and hungry, and dismounted from his horse to smoke a pipe. But when he felt in his pocket he found but two matches. He struck the first, and it would not light.

  “Here is a pretty state of things!” said the traveler. “Dying for a smoke; only one match left; and that certain to miss fire! Was there ever a creature so unfortunate? And yet,” thought the traveler, “suppose I light this match, and smoke my pipe, and shake out the dottle here in the grass—the grass might catch on fire, for it is dry like tinder; and while I snatch out the flames in front, they might evade and run behind me, and seize upon yon bush of poison oak; before I could reach it, that would have blazed up; over the bush I see a pine tree hung with moss; that too would fly in fire upon the instant to its topmost bough; and the flame of that long torch—how would the trade wind take and brandish that through the inflammable forest! I hear this dell roar in a moment with the joint voice of wind and fire, I see myself gallop for my soul, and the flying conflagration chase and outflank me through the hills; I see this pleasant forest burn for days, and the cattle roasted, and the springs dried up, and the farmer ruined, and his children cast upon the world. What a world hangs upon this moment.”

  With that he struck the match, and it missed fire.

  “Thank God!” said the traveler, and put his pipe in his pocket.

  *As Jesus said, “Let today’s worries be sufficient for today.” Indeed, there are enough stresses in life without creating imaginary ones. But that is where most of our worries reside—in the mind. This parable points out the futility—and pointlessness—of attempting to create “what if.” In the moment when we allow worries to overtake us, we often miss the opportunities available to us. And what is more, we can also fail to accomplish what we could easily achieve.

  The Meaning of Work (Desert Fathers)

  Young John came to the leader of the community and said, “I wish to be free from work so that I can worship God without distraction.” After saying this, he removed his vestments and retreated into the desert.

  A week later, however, weary and worn, Young John returned to the community and knocked on the teacher’s door. From inside he heard a voice, “Who is it?” “It is John,” he said.

  The teacher said, “That cannot be. John has grown so holy, he has become an angel. He is no longer among the community anymore.”

  “But it is me!” John shouted.

  The teacher, however, did not open the door until the next morning. When he did answer the door, he told John, “If you are a human being, you must work in order to live.”

  John answered, “Forgive me, teacher, for I was wrong.”

  *

  Is true forgiveness possible? Surely it is, when one is able to embrace hospitality and see beyond the past. Many of the legends associated with the Desert Fathers—fourth-century monastic Christian ascetics—are stories of community and forgiveness.

  But this little parable is also about the nature of worship and study. One who leaves behind community for the purpose of knowing nothing but God may quickly discover that God will not provide everything. People need each other. And most commonly we experience God through human contact and in our capacity to contribute to the common good.

  Being spiritual is not so much a quest for the extreme as it is a search for the God who is present in the proximity of others and in daily life. Joy is everywhere. One can journey a thousand miles to see a flower, but miss the bloom growing at one’s feet. Likewise, one can find God in holy places without leaving home. The only sanctuary one needs is the heart.

  Flower Garden (Sufi) One day Mulla Nasrudin planted a flower garden. He prepared the soil and waited patiently for the beautiful flowers to grow. But when they spouted and bloomed, he was surprised to see that the garden was not only filled with beautiful flowers, but also dandelions. Seeking advice from many experienced gardeners far and wide, he tried every way possible to rid his garden of the nasty weeds. As a last effort, he traveled all the way to the capital to seek the advice of the shaykh’s master gardener. This wise old man gave many tidbits of advice, but Mulla Nasrudin had tried them all. They sat together for a long time without saying a word. Finally the old man told Mulla, “Well, then I suggest you learn to love them.”

  *Sufism, the mystical tradition of Islam, offers many wonderful legends about love and life featuring the charming Mulla Nasrudin. As this parable demonstrates, there are many aspects of life that cannot be changed.

  Perhaps the most frustrating are the people we would like to change, but cannot. With people, we must learn to overlook their unlovable qualities if we are to see their true beauty. Life is filled with diversity and it is evident that every individual is unique. Learning to accept what we cannot change, and learning to appreciate the best in others, is the first step on the road to loving well.

  This legend uses the image of a garden as a metaphor for life. And in life, our experiences with others are always a mixture of frustration and blessing. There are those who are lovely and lovable … and there are those who need to be loved, despite their flaws.

  Journey to the Beloved (Islamic) Centuries ago, in the city of Mecca, there lived a pious Sufi by the name of San’an. This man had devoted himself to teaching and to serving God and others. Because he lived in the sanctuary of God, he often guided others in their spiritual quest, and at night, he prayed with such power and devotion that God often revealed to him the mysteries of the universe.

  One night, San’an had a dream in which he saw himself in the Byzantium empire, bowing to an idol. Awaking in distress, San’an feared that the dream might be a warning from God about some future event, but he quickly dismissed it. However, when the dream returned to him night after night, he decided he would have to travel to Byzantium to find the key to understanding what God was trying to tell him.

  One morning San’an set out on the long journey with his disciples. He warned them that the trip would be long and arduous, but none desired to stay behind in Mecca, except one. Refusing to complain about the hardship, four of San’an’s disciples accompanied their teacher into the foreign land.

  No sooner had they arrived at the outskirts of the city of Rum when San’an heard a beautiful voice coming from inside a church. The voice was so touching and compelling that San’an found himself drawn to a nearby window.

  When he looked inside the church, he saw a young Christian woman sitting near the window, combing her long, silky hair and singing a song filled with such sadness and haunting that San’an found it impossible to look away from her beauty. His heart began to beat faster, his palms began to sweat, and in a few moments he realized that he was deeply in love with the young maiden.

  When the young woman left the church, San’an sat down outside and began to weep. He prayed to God, “O Lord, what am I to make of this? How can I quench this fire that is burning in my soul for this lovely girl?” San’an prayed this prayer over and over, each time becoming more intoxicated by love. After some time, he lost all memory of where he had come from and what he was doing in the foreign land. All he could think about was the young woman.

  When his disciples returned, they found their teacher sitting outside the church, weeping in misery. They asked him what was wrong, but San’an was unable to express what was in his heart. Some of his disciples realized that he was intoxicated by love, and suggested that he was merely going through a phase, and that it would soon pass. Others tried to comfort the teacher by weeping along with him. But all of this was to no avail.

  That night, San’an stood watch outside the church, realizing he had fallen in love with a Christian. His only desire was to again see the young woman, and he could envision only the blue of her eyes and hear the enchanting melody of her song. He clawed in the dirt, rolled in the dust, and beat his chest, attempting to free himself of the great love that had overtaken him, but the night was so long, and each time it seemed her memory would pass from him, it would return with even more fervor than before.

  When a second night passed in this manner, San’an’s disciples gathered around him and tried to coax him out of his misery. “Why don’t you forget about this girl?” one suggested. “Just put her out of your mind and then we can forget this nonsense and go home.”

  Another disciple said, “If you will only repent of your sin, I know God will forgive you and heal you of this passion. The Lord will be faithful to restore you to your position as teacher of us all.”

  Still another disciple said, “Don’t you realize you are our light? You know the way to God. Surely God will help you if you will but call out to the Lord.”

  But to each of these arguments and assaults, San’an gave a ready answer. “Don’t talk to me about love,” he said. “You know nothing of it until you know it is an all-consuming fire. As for repenting, I repent of the years I was a teacher, and nothing more. And as for prayer, I can only pray for her, that I might see her again.”

  “What are you saying?” one disciple asked. “Are you not sorry of this love that has driven you completely out of your mind?”

  “I am sorry for only one thing,” answered San’an. “That I did not fall in love sooner.”

  “But don’t you care what others think?” asked the disciple. “Don’t you think people will gossip about this pious teacher who has gone astray?”

  “Why should I care what others think now? I have a new life. I am free of the past.”

  “Don’t you care about us, your friends?” asked another disciple.

  “All I care about is my beloved,” San’an answered. “No one else can bring me happiness.”

  “Come with us,” suggested another. “Let’s go back to Mecca right now and we will help you find yourself again.”

  “My only Mecca is this church, and it’s Ka’ba is the girl.” “But won’t you consider paradise? You are getting on in years, and it may not be long before you will go to heaven. Will you give up your hope of eternity for this foolishness?”

  “What greater heaven could I ask for,” answered San’an, “than the love of this girl?”

  “Have you no shame?” the disciples asked. “All your life God has been your sole reason for existence. Would you betray God now?”

  “But how can I escape this trap that God has led me into?” San’an replied.

  “For God’s sake, come back to Mecca with us. Don’t betray your students!” the disciples shouted. But when they realized their teacher would not change his mind, they went away to a place nearby and waited to see what would become of their teacher.

  Days passed, and San’an imagined himself with the girl every waking moment and also in his dreams. He gave her a name—calling her Sunshine. And he began to compose poetry and music in her honor.

  Consumed with love, San’an slept outside the church in the open air among dogs. When others tossed scraps of food to the animals, he ate of these. He had grown haggard-looking and thin, but he noticed nothing of himself and his surrounding. He was only aware of the young woman who came each day to the church.

  One day, out of sheer curiosity, the maiden happened to speak to San’an. She asked him, “Why do I see you wallowing in the dirt each day outside the church? Don’t you have a family or a place to stay?”

  San’an was so enraptured by the woman’s voice and her attention that he answered quickly, “I have no place to go. My only thoughts are of you. And I will stay here until I win your love.”

  Sunshine laughed in San’an’s face. “What a foolish old man you are! Don’t you realize you are old enough to be my grandfather? From the looks of you, you are ready for the grave. A young, beautiful girl like me should have a young, handsome man at my side.”

  Using his wisdom, San’an answered, “True love knows no age. And love sees beyond the flesh. I will remain your devoted servant and do whatever you ask.”

  San’an’s eloquence and sincerity were captivating. Gradually Sunshine began to see something promising in the old man when she came to the church each day. Eventually she told him, “If your love for me is true, then you must first renounce your faith and convert to Christianity. You must burn your Koran and abandon the rituals required of your faith. Finally, I ask that you drink wine and renounce your leadership.”

  San’an looked at the young woman and answered calmly, “Love presents many challenges, which a person must face. Sometimes the tests are cruel, but the end is sweetness and joy. One who truly loves knows no faith, for love itself becomes the only belief. One who truly loves knows no leadership nor position, for there is no status of existence higher than that of love.”

  Now, when the Byzantine monks heard of this famous Sufi teacher who had agreed to abandon his faith, they celebrated. They arranged several rituals in which San’an was asked to renounce his faith. He tossed the Koran into the fire, tore off his Sufi robes, and donned the clothing of a monk. Then he drank wine and bowed in submission to Sunshine. San’an celebrated with the monks, saying, “I have become nothing for the sake of love. I know nothing but love. I am disgraced by love. There is no one who can see what I see through the eyes of love.”

  Now, while the Christians were celebrating inside the church, San’an’s disciples were lamenting outside the church. They wept and wailed, calling out to their teacher to return to them, to travel back to Mecca and take up his life as a Sufi master once again. But their cries fell upon deafness.

  The following day, when San’an asked Sunshine what he could do for her, she replied, “I want everything you have. You must buy me jewels, and lavish me with gold and silver. If you can’t do this, old man, then don’t waste my time and get out of my sight.”

  San’an reminded her that he had no worldly possessions. He had forsaken all to win her love. All that remained was his heart, and his love had all ready been given in full. If only he could have her completely in return, that was his only desire.

  “So,” Sunshine answered, “it is marriage you seek. Well, here are my terms. You must tend my pigs for a year. Afterwards, if you have done an adequate job, I will agree to become your wife.”

  San’an was so overwhelmed with the promise of her hand, that he gladly took up full-time residence in Sunshine’s pigsty. He tended and cared for the animals he had once loathed.

  When the disciples discovered their teacher among the swine, they were embarrassed to be called his followers. “What do you want us to do now?” they asked. “Is this a sign you are trying to give us? Are you telling us that you would like for us to convert? You know, we will follow your leadership and will do whatever you ask of us.”

  “Go home,” San’an said. “I want nothing to do with you any more.”

  “What should we tell others when they ask of you?”

  “Tell them the truth,” San’an replied. “Tell them I know nothing but love. Now leave me be, and allow me to tend to these pigs, that I might win my beloved’s heart.”

  In deep sorrow, the disciples returned to Mecca, but took great care to seclude themselves so that others would not ask them questions about San’an. There was, however, the one disciple who did not make the journey abroad. This disciple had stayed behind, and when the other four returned, he was curious to know what had happened to the great Sufi teacher.

  Unable to restrain themselves any longer, the four disciples broke down and told their friend everything that had happened.

  When they finished, the fifth disciple cried out in anguish, “What have you done? What kind of disciples are you? If you made a vow to follow your master, you should have kept your promise. If your master burned his Koran, you should have done the same. If he renounced the faith, you should have followed. If he tore off his robes and lived in a pigsty, you should have been there alongside him. By what authority did you tell your master to deny his love and abandon his feelings?”

  Cut to the heart by the fifth disciple’s words, the other four realized they had made a mistake. For forty days they grieved and entered into a time of prayer and fasting. The other disciple joined them as he was filled with selfless love for his master.

  On the fortieth day, the fifth disciple had a vision in which he saw a thick cloud of dust hovering between his master and God. When the dust suddenly dispersed, the disciple saw San’an embraced by the Light. And there was a voice which said, “One must be burned in the fire of love to be worthy of seeing the Eternal Beloved. Name, religion, and position have no value in the creed of love. Before one can see the Truth, the dust of existence must be cleansed from the soul. Only then can one see the reflection of the true Beloved, which is the greatest longing.”

  The disciple ran to tell the others of this revelation, and together they left immediately to seek their teacher again. When they arrived in the city of Rum, they discovered San’an with his forehead pressed to the ground in submission to God. He had passed beyond mosque and church, beyond Islam and Christianity, desiring no position or worldly attachment, and was at last united with his Beloved God.

  When the disciples looked into San’an’s eyes, they recognized all of this, and saw that he had discovered the secret joy known only to the lover and the Beloved. They gathered around their master, San’an blessed them, and together they set out for Mecca.

  Not long after they departed, however, the woman San’an had named Sunshine had a powerful and vivid dream. In her dream, she saw the Lord in brightness as the sun. She fell to the ground and prayed, “O Lord, how ignorant I have been. How foolish of me not to have seen you before. I am lost, for I have not known you. Please show me the path that leads to your joy, for I have beheld your beauty, and I desire only you. I cannot rest until I find my rest in you.”

  God soon spoke to her saying, “Go to Mecca and search for the old man who once tended your pigs. He will show you the way.”

  Leaving immediately for Mecca, Sunshine ran ahead without shoes or provisions. She crossed the sands without food or water, and her only desire was to find the way to her Beloved God. Along the way, her tears wet the sand, and when she arrived in Mecca many days later, she began to cry out for the old man.

  Now, it happened that San’an heard her cries. He sent his disciples to bring the young woman to him.

  They found her wandering the streets of Mecca, calling out for San’an, and they brought her to their master.

  As soon as the young woman laid eyes upon San’an, she threw herself at his feet and begged, “Great master, I am burning with love. I long to see my Beloved, but there is nothing but darkness. Help me to see the Lord, for I want nothing but my Beloved God.”

  San’an placed his hands gently upon the woman and gazed into her eyes. He could see that she longed for nothing but God. All at once, she cried out in a loud voice, “O my Love, I can bear this separation no more.” Upon saying this, Sunshine abandoned all desire, her body slumped, and her soul was united at last with God.

  San’an stood still for a long time, and his disciples feared that he may have gone mad again, seeing the young woman. But eventually the master lifted his head, looked far off into the desert, and said, “How blessed are those who complete the journey of life and are united with the Beloved. They are truly free, for they live in union with God forever.”

  After sighing, he added, “And sad is the life of those who must lead others to God, for they must abandon this union for now, and be bound for the sake of God’s pleasure and will.”

  *This is among the most powerful of all Sufi legends. Attributed to a wealthy Sufi master named Attar, who was born around 1136 in Persia, this moving legend may also serve as a testimony to the poet’s life. According to tradition, Attar was captured by a Mongol during the invasion of Genghis Khan around 1230. Filled with selfless love for his captor, he advised the Mongol warrior not to sell him for a thousand pieces of silver, after it was offered as a bounty for his release. Attar told his captor, “Do not accept such an offer, for it is not yet the right price.”

  Later, when someone offered the Mongol warrior a sack of straw for Attar’s release, the Sufi master said, “Sell me now, for this is all I am worth.” Upon hearing this, the Mongol warrior grew enraged and cut off Attar’s head.

  As this legend teaches, love is the true aim of all faith and believing. Religious labels, creeds, positions, and movements are but outward manifestations of the true desire, which is to be united with God.

  Reminiscent of St. Augustine’s remark, “We are restless until we find our rest in God,” the parable also possesses interesting facets that are very similar to Jesus’s parable of the prodigal son, and to Buddha’s parable of the forgetful son who returns home to seek the father. There is no doubt that this is among the greatest legends of Islam, and is a story demonstrating the heart of the faith—which is complete submission. Those who want to understand Islamic faith would do well to study this parable in its full depth.

  As a final thought on this story, consider this parable attributed to the Sufi master Attar, who first worked as a pharmacist:

  One day a seeker of God came into Attar’s pharmacy to ask for medicine. But the young man was so overwhelmed by the opulence and order of Attar’s shop, that he stood speechless for a long time, staring at Attar.

  When Attar asked the seeker why he was staring at him, the young man said, “I was just wondering how you plan to die when you have to leave all of this wealth behind?”

  Insulted by this remark, Attar replied. “I will die just as you will.”

  “Ah,” replied the seeker, “but there is a difference. I have nothing to worry about. All I have is a shirt on my back and this bowl to beg with. Now do you still maintain that you will die as I will?”

  “Of course,” answered Attar.

  Hearing this, the young man uttered the name of God, lay down, and placed his head on his begging bowl, and died in the doorway.

  Tradition has it that Attar was so moved by this demonstration that he left behind his wealth and took up the life of a Sufi. His only desire was to know God. And his parables demonstrate the life-transforming power of love.

  Muhammed and the Cat (Islamic) Muhammed was teaching in the desert, reciting from the Koran to a group of spell-bound listeners. As he was speaking, a sick cat meandered into the camp, sidled up next to Muhammed, and went to sleep on the hem of his exquisite robe.

  Now Muhammed was unaware of this cat even though he continued to speak for the remainder of the day. All day the cat slept on the hem of his robe, finding warmth and healing in the shadow of the prophet.

  When the day came to an end, everyone returned to their tents for the evening. But the prophet, seeing the cat asleep on his robe, took a sharp knife and cut off the hem of his robe where the cat was sleeping. In this way the prophet destroyed the most beautiful of garments, but left the cat undisturbed in its slumber.

  *Does love have boundaries? Perhaps not. There may be moments in life when we are called upon to extend love in ways we never imagined. Sometimes sacrifices are required. Sometimes we must trade one priority for another. A heartfelt compassion can move a person to strange acts of kindness.

  One truth about love which has withstood the test of time: Love is the greatest power.

  The Sick Kite (Aesop) A kite, which had been ill for a very long time, came to its mother and said, “Don’t cry, mother … but go to the gods and pray that I might recover from this dreadful disease.” But the mother kite said, “But, child, which of the gods can I pray to, for you have robbed all of their altars.”

  In its origins, the Hippocratic oath offered in part (ἐπὶ δηλήσει δὲ καὶ ἀδικίῃ εἴρξειν): “abstain from doing harm.” This has come down in the modern idiom to mean: “First, do no harm.” Aesop’s teaching echoed these sentiments, which are often lacking in human practice, particularly when it comes to relationships. If we desire to receive good from others, then it only stands to reason that we would first practice goodness in our relationships. The rabbi Hillel noted this as: “Whatever you would not desire to have done to you, do not to do this to a neighbor.” Jesus expressed this Golden Rule as: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

  The Aesop teaching isn’t a unique philosophy, but common sense. And yet how often common sense eludes us. We often create our own outcomes. And when we do, we have no room for complaining. If we desire to receive generosity, we should be generous. If we desire love, we need to love. If friendship … then be a friend.
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