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One of my favorite characters of Islamic tradition is the Mulla Nasrudin, 
also known as Nasreddin Hojah. Often pictured wearing a large turban and 
riding a donkey, Nasrudin is a simple man - a champion of the poor, and a 
person who strives to do good while often caught up in the foolishness of 
life.   He is a source of wisdom throughout the Middle East.  He ponders 
the big questions of life and of truth, and often gives us a down to earth 
answer to the big, vague questions.  Like in this story:


As Nasrudin rested under a tall walnut tree one day, he looked a few yards 
to his side and noticed a big watermelon growing on a thin vine near the 
ground.

Nasrudin looked up and said, “Great God, please permit me to ask you 
this: why is it that walnuts grow on big strong trees, while watermelons 
grow on thin weak vines. Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

But at that very moment, a walnut fell from high on up in the tree and hit 
Nasrudin square on the head.

“Ah!“ remarked Nasrudin. “I suppose Nature’s ways might not be as 
backward as I thought. After all, if a big watermelon fell out of the tree and 
onto my head, it might have killed me!“


This morning I would like to explore some of the similarities between Islam 
and our own Unitarian Universalist perspective.  I will be looking more at 
the internal, mystical side of Islam, known as Sufism, rather than at the 
external form of Islam known as Sharia. As a practitioner of Unitarian 
Universalism, I’m interested today in traveling the personal path to 
religious experience, not the cultural and social path of Islamic law.

For the majority of American Muslims, this is also important, for most 
Muslims are peace-loving, justice-seeking, practitioners of an ancient faith 
of devotion, love and service. They also condemn the violence being 
perpetrated in the Middle East.


At the most basic level, the path of the Sufi is to discover the truth of 
divine love and knowledge through direct experience.  The teachings of 
Mohammed, whether in the Qur’an or the Hadith, form the basis of Sufi 



wisdom.  They rely as well on mystical poetry of authors like Rumi and 
Hafiz - poets which are much beloved by Unitarian Universalists.


 At the most basic level,  Unitarian Universalists also claim our own 
experience as our first source of religious knowledge.  The first of our six 
sources points us to:

“Direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all 
cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an openness to the 
forces which create and uphold life.”


As Unitarian Universalists, we also struggle with understanding why the 
world is such a difficult place for so many people. Many of us reject the 
theistic idea of a god who would deliberately create trouble and strife for 
people formed in love, and we are not alone in that religious questioning.

One of the hardest things to reconcile, for those who do come from a 
theistic perspective, is the question of god’s agency.  As we look around 
the world, we do not see bounteous blessings given to us all equally, 
unmarred by human suffering.  So the question arises - the question which 
for many is the final nail on the coffin of theism:

How could an all-compassionate, all-knowing, and all-powerful God allow 
such pain and tragedy in the world that God truly sustains and cherishes?   
Unitarian Universalism provides no one, solid answer to that - you are kind 
of left to figure that out for yourself as you travel your spiritual path.  Our 
freedom comes from the ability our tradition gives us to choose which faith 
path makes the most sense to us.  For those who seek God, God is 
present. For those who do not, wisdom is found in many different ways.

Similarly,  the teachings of Islam are that there are simply no satisfactory 
answers to this question. Some Sufi teachers say they desist from asking 
such questions, lest God should turn back the questions on them.  
Perhaps they are mindful of the legend about the holy man who traveled 
the world, seeing all the pain and suffering that people must endure. 
“Allah!” he cried. “Why don't you do something about it?” “Ah, but I did,” 
came the gentle response: “I created you.”  
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 Like Unitarians, Muslims believe that Allah created people in original 
goodness. The Qur’an says that God lovingly molded humanity from water 
and clay and then infused us with divine breath (15;29)  Rumi cries out to 
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us, “You are a ruby the midst of granite! How long will you continue to 
deceive us?”  Sufi masters encourage their followers to do inner work, to 
tame the ego, and to shape our inner lives to reflect that divine breath.    
Don’t we sometimes ache to do some abiding good in the world, so that 
we can make a difference?  According to Rumi, that longing is the silent, 
mysterious vibration of God’s breath within us yearning for us to awaken.  


As we develop, we have choices to make. We can listen to our inner, 
divine voice, or we can succumb to what the Muslims call “The Slinking 
Whisperer.”  This is the voice that brings us down from our highest 
purpose - the voice of fear, the voice of greed, the voice of our lowest 
selves.  The Qur’an says “We created the being in the highest station, then 
brought him down, lowest of the low, except those who keep the faith, and 
work justice, theirs is a recompense unending.” (95;4-6)


Author and scholar Imam Jamal Rahman teaches that the Qur’an identifies 
3 stages of our ego. He says that “the primary purpose of our lives is to 
work through these 3 stages to a point of complete surrender of our ego to 
God.  It involves the deep alignment of our ego-driven personality with the 
sacred essence at the core of our being.   The quest that he describes 2

echoes, for me, what the essence of all true religious questing is.  We seek 
to know ourselves and listen to our true inner voice.  We seek to separate 
out the noise and din of the world around us, sifting and sorting the 
messages we receive.  “We seek to be mindful of the voices, vibrations, 
impulses, and inclinations that draw us closer to or further from our true 
Selves.”  
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It is spiritual work, and it is often therapeutic work, to become aware of the 
conditioning that has led us into harmful behavioral patterns, such as self-
righteousness, pettiness, aggression, dishonesty, and blaming others for 
our misdeeds.  This is a difficult search, and a life-long one.  And 
sometimes we look in the wrong places, as this story describes:


Nasrudin famously was seen looking for a lost key under a streetlight.  His 
neighbors turned out to help, but without success.  Finally, they asked 
where he might have dropped the key, so that they could better focus their 
search. “Actually,” said the Mulla, “I lost it in my house.” Bemused, they 
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asked him why he didn’t look for it there. “Because there’s no light in my 
house, but out here the light is bright.” 


Wherever we find the light, as Unitarian Universalists, we seek what Iman 
Rahman teaches.  We want to let go of the negative patterns of behavior 
we succumb to.  We want to live lives that are gentle, tolerant, and justice 
seeking.  We want to be honest and responsible for our own choices.  


This spiritual journey is what is the Prophet Mohammed refers to as the 
greater jihad. I am using this provocative word deliberately this morning, 
as the Sufis use it, for I know that as Americans, we think of jihad in one 
way only.  We associate jihad with war and violence because of the 
criminal acts of terrorists who misinterpret the Qur’an.  The word jihad 
actually means ‘effort’ or ‘exertion” according to Imam Rahman. The 
greatest effort of the spiritual journey is to transform the ego.  Mohammed 
told his followers after returning from combat that they were now about to 
undergo the “greater jihad,” meaning that the inner work of the spirit is 
more important than using the sword.


The Islamic Supreme Council of America says this about what the word 
jihad does not mean:

	 	 Jihad is not a violent concept.

	 	 Jihad is not a declaration of war against other religions. It is 
worth noting that the Koran specifically refers to Jews and Christians as 
"people of the book" who should be protected and respected. All three 
faiths worship the same God. Allah is just the Arabic word for God, and is 
used by Christian Arabs as well as Muslims.

	 	 Military action in the name of Islam has not been common in 
the history of Islam. Scholars say most calls for violent jihad are not 
sanctioned by Islam. That being said, 

warfare in the name of God is not unique to Islam. Other faiths throughout 
the world have waged wars with religious justifications   
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 The ‘greater jihad’ is the spiritual work of transforming the ego and 
opening the heart. To begin this journey, we need to look clearly at 
ourselves and our foibles.  Looking with humor is a gentle way to begin, 
and so I share another story of the Mulla.
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One day the Mulla knocked on his neighbor’s door and asked to borrow a 
large pot to prepare for a large celebration. The neighbor was reluctant to 
let go of her prized pot, but the unspoken laws of hospitality obliged her to 
do so. The next day the Mulla returned with two pots: the large one and a 
smaller one.  “Where did the smaller one come from?” asked the 
housewife. “Madam,” said the Mulla,” your pot gave birth to this little one. 
Didn’t you know your pot was pregnant?” “Oh, well,” she replied quickly, “I 
suspected as much,” and she thanked him profusely. A few months later 
the Mulla wanted to borrow the large pot again, and this time the 
housewife readily acceded.  But in the next few days the Mulla didn’t 
return the pot, so she want to his house to collect it. “I’m so sorry, 
Madam,” the Mulla explained, “but your pot was pregnant again and this 
time she died in childbirth.” “That’s ridiculous!” retorted the housewife. 
“How can a pot possibly be pregnant?”  “Ah, but you believed the first 
time!” he said.


Stories of the Mulla also point out that we can be falsely pious, for our own 
gain.  The Mulla was feasting on a huge roasted chicken when a beggar 
implored him to share a few bites. “Gladly and willingly,” came the reply, 
“for I believe in sharing, but this chicken unfortunately belongs to my wife. 
My hands are tied, O hungry friend. I am eating only because my wife has 
asked me to.” 


I so appreciate the humanity and the humor contained in these stories.  
You should know that when I was growing up, nestled in my bookshelf 
right between the Tales of the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian 
Anderson, was a book called “The Beggar in the Harem.”   This was a 5

book about Nasredin Hojah - kind of a middle eastern Robin Hood, who 
rescued his beloved from the prison of the Sultan’s Harem.  My family 
laughed about these stories and included them in our everyday life, 
because my mother had lived in Turkey for three years and wanted us to 
see life from a Muslim perspective, not just an American Christian 
perspective.  I am grateful for this widening of views from my childhood 
and for the humor contained within.  The spiritual journey may be long, but 
it should have some rest stops along the way, where we can laugh at our 
human flaws. 
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It is far too easy to think that we don’t need to work hard to attain our 
goals, however.  We  think that because we are intelligent and can read 
about spiritual work that we can immediately absorb the great teachings.  I 
am learning, in this work of ministry, that insights do not come without 
hard work along with the fun and the flashes of delight.  We are like the 
Mulla, who became enamored of Indian classical music and was eager to 
learn.  So he went to the master musician and asked how much it would 
cost to enroll in classes.  “Three pieces of silver for the first month and one 
piece of silver from the second month onward,” replied the master. “Very 
well!” said the Mulla. “Sign me up from the second month!”


As we enter this time of year when light is returning but the spring is still 
far off, perhaps this will be a time when you can begin your own spiritual 
journey to open your heart.  Perhaps you will find a book of spiritual poetry 
on which to meditate.   Perhaps you will practice the gifts of hospitality or 
self-sacrifice.

Perhaps you will find a moment every day to draw your loved ones close 
to you and share your abundant love for them.

Perhaps you will shift a pattern of self-incrimination, and choose to regard 
yourself with love and respect. 


Whatever you choose to do, may this teaching from the Qur’an give you 
guidance:  “God has made the Earth a wide expanse for you so that you 
may walk thereon on spacious paths.” (71:20).  May your inner 
spaciousness open in these weeks to come so that you might open your 
heart to the beauty and oneness of all creation. And as the prophet has 
said; ‘When you were born, everyone was smiling but you were crying.  
Live such a life that when you depart, everyone is crying but you are 
smiling.”

Amen and Blessed Be.



