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The leader of the “house church” I attended during
the first few years of college liked to tell stories from
the Sufi mystics. We would frequently laugh at the
“crazy wisdom” of these nutty storytellers, but the
smiles were often followed by a deeper lesson hidden
in the nutshell. 

One story I remember was about a Middle Eastern
merchant with a donkey who went back and forth
across a border. The guards knew the man must be
smuggling something, but each time they inspected
the load on the back of the donkey they found nothing
and let him cross.

Years later a border guard saw the old man and
asked him, “We know you were smuggling something.
Be honest!” You can probably guess the answer: “Don-
keys.”

Sufi stories, similar to many tales from Buddhist,
Jewish and Christian history, are a dervish dance be-
tween a serious spiritual lesson and a playful joke.
Like a good parable, these often nonsensical stories
are meant to tease and tickle into more sapient and
sensible thinking. 

Utilizing paradox and non sequitur, teachers might
cause listeners to wonder who the real instructor was.

The word “sufi” is from Arabic terms for mystic and
wool (early Sufis were poor and often wore wool
clothing). The tradition touches the heart of Islam. As
Encyclopedia Britannica explains: “By educating the
masses and deepening the spiritual concerns of Mus-
lims, Sufism has played an important role in the for-
mation of Muslim society.”

Probably the most famous Sufi poet, Rumi was
born in Afghanistan (then part of the Persian empire)
in 1207. His wisdom was heretically inclusive: “Not
Christian or Jew or Muslim, not Hindu, Buddhist, Sufi
or Zen. Not any religion … I belong to the beloved …
breath breathing human being” (“Only Breath”). 

Also: “This being human is a guest house. Every
morning a new arrival … Be grateful for whoever
comes, because each has been sent as a guide from
beyond” (“The Guest House”).

Another tale from Sufi tradition: Mula came upon a
frowning man walking along the road to town.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. The man held up a tattered
bag and moaned, “All that I own in this wide world
barely fills this miserable, wretched sack.” 

“Too bad,” said Mula, and with that, he snatched
the bag and ran down the road. Having lost every-
thing, the man burst into tears. Meanwhile, Mula
quickly ran around the bend and placed the man’s
sack in the middle of the road where he would have to

come upon it.
When the man saw his bag sitting in the road be-

fore him, he laughed with joy and shouted, “My sack! I
thought I’d lost you!” Watching through the bushes,
Mula smiled. “Well, that’s one way to make someone
happy!”

Brain-twisters

The Sufi scholar Idries Shah related this humorous
story about two fishermen in a boat:

The men caught some fine fish. When they were
going home, one said to the other, "How are we going
to make our way back to that wonderful fishing place
again?" The second said, "I thought of that — I marked
the boat with chalk!"

"You fool!" said the first. "That's no good. Suppos-
ing next time they give us a different boat?””

These marvelous brain-twisters are endless.
There was once a small boy who banged a drum all

day. No matter what anyone else said, he wouldn’t
stop. Various people were called in by neighbors and
asked to do something about the child.

One by one, townsfolk came to warn the boy about
his eardrums or that drums were only for sacred cere-
monies. They gave him a book and meditation les-
sons. They even gave neighbors earplugs. Nothing
worked.

Eventually, a Sufi came along. Handing the boy a
hammer, he said, "I wonder what’s inside the drum?”

It seems those who are truly wise aren’t afraid to
ask either silly, surprising or serious questions that
get right to the heart of the issue.

Finally, here’s a delightful story I used in a class:
Four travelers were given a piece of money to share.
The first was a Persian. He said: 'I will buy some

angur.'
The second was an Arab. He said: 'No, I want inab.'
The third was Turk. He said: 'I want uzum.'
The fourth was a Greek. He said: 'I want stafil.'
Hearing this argument, a man of wisdom spoke up:

“Give me the money and I’ll go buy something to
please all of you.”

Taking the coin, he went to the market and re-
turned with a sack.

“You all were asking for the same thing in your own
language. Here are the grapes.”

Sufi stories are like smuggling the truth across the
boundaries in our heads — sometimes the best lesson
is right in front of us, silent or braying.

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister
and interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teach-
er, writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris
and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in
Asheville. Learn more at chighland.com. His new
book, "A Freethinker's Gospel," is available from Pis-
gah Press. Chris will be teaching a course through the
Great Smokies Writing Program this spring.
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Egyptians dance in traditional costumes as they perform Sufi dance known as "whirling dervish" in Cairo,
Egypt. AMR NABIL/AP
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Before Jesus physically left the earth as recorded
in the Gospels and the book of Acts, he promised to
send the gift of the Holy Spirit. And as Jesus prepared
his disciples for his death, resurrection and ascen-
sion, he spoke these words found in John 14: 

“I will ask the Father, and he will send another
Companion, who will be with you forever. This Com-
panion is the Spirit of Truth, whom the world can’t
receive because it neither sees him nor recognizes
him. You know him, because he lives with you and
will be with you.

"I won’t leave you as orphans. I will come to you.
The Companion, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father
will send in my name, will teach you everything and
will remind you of everything I told you” (CEB).

And in Acts 1:8 Jesus tells his disciples and us,
“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes
on you” (CEB).

It wasn’t until some days later, as the disciples
were waiting in Jerusalem as Jesus had instructed,
that the Holy Spirit was given as promised. The dis-
ciples were transformed spiritually, the church was
born and the Spirit began his work of revealing the
teachings of Jesus. 

In the 10th chapter of Acts, Luke tells a story about
an event that shook the very foundations of the early
church. The Holy Spirit had come and had begun to
work in the lives of the disciples and the newly
formed church. Up to this point, the church was cen-
tered primarily in Jerusalem and made up of a large
majority of Jewish Christians.

There was a strong feeling among the members of
the early church that Jesus had come to them, the
only chosen people on earth. 

But God had different plans for these leaders of the
early church, and he began with Peter. God used his
Holy Spirit to change the thinking and the hearts of
these men and women so that the story of who Jesus
is and what he came to do for all people could be told
beyond Jerusalem.

It is with this mindset Luke gives us the story of
how the Holy Spirit can and will intrude upon the
lives of people in order for God’s purpose to be ful-
filled.

The story that changed the direction and thinking
of the leaders of the early church is found in Acts 10.
In the first scene of our story, we meet Cornelius, a
Roman army officer and, of course, a Gentile. Howev-
er, Cornelius, a believer in God, has a vision in which
the Holy Spirit tells him to go find a man named Peter
who will help Cornelius move beyond the first step of
believing in God and into a personal relationship
with a Jewish man named Jesus.

Meanwhile, Peter, a Jew, also has a vision in which
he is shown all kinds of animals, many of them un-
clean, and told to “kill them and eat.” Kosher Peter
refuses saying, “What?! I don’t do that unclean thing,
Lord! You know we Jews can’t do that!” And God said
to Peter, “What I have made clean and pure, you
should not call unclean.”

Peter is bewildered by this vision, especially when
it happens three times. Divine emphasis!

When the two men finally get together at Corne-
lius’ house, they compare their visions and decide it
is time for a prayer meeting. But first Peter is asked to
preach to this diverse congregation.

He begins, “I’m really beginning to learn that God
does not show partiality to one group of people over
another. He does not play favorites. As long as each
person worships the true God through the revealed
person of Jesus Christ, he or she is acceptable to God.

"No matter social or economic level, skin color, na-
tionality, or language, God accepts all who go through
the cross of Jesus. I know Jesus is real because we
heard his teachings, saw his crucifixion, ate and
drank with him after his resurrection. So, we are de-
termined to carry out his command to share his story
with all people.”

This is a story about the working of the Holy Spirit
in the life of the church by changing people. The Holy
Spirit brought Peter and Cornelus together into the
same church, two very unlikely people. Peter’s eyes
were open to the endless possibilities of those out-
side the walls of First Church Jerusalem. And Corne-
lius’ hunger to know Jesus as his personal Savior was
satisfied. We have the Holy Spirit to blame for the
outcome.

Just as God spoke to Peter to get up and go, he
speaks to us. Yet, sometimes we cannot see the infi-
nite possibilities because we are looking at ourselves.
There are new things to be done, visions to be carried
out and hungry people to be brought into God’s king-
dom.

God wants us to stir up the good that is left in the
world and tell the Jesus story to all the people we can,
in all the ways we can. Peter found out that the gospel
story about Jesus was to be shared. It is a universal
story to be told in all languages.

All are invited to become full members of the fam-
ily of faith. And we have no one but the Holy Spirit to
blame.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long's Chapel United Meth-
odist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.
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Submit your event at least two weeks in advance
online at events. citizen-times.com. Click on “Add
your event” to submit details.

Jan. 26
Start Your Year, Train Your Mind series: 3-4:30 p.m.,
Urban Dharma, 77 W. Walnut St., Asheville. $20 sug-
gested donation. Dr. Lye presents Tibetan Buddhist
tradition of training the mind. Heart-instructions,
short guided contemplations, Q&A. 
Social Issues Forum on Opioid Addiction: 11 a.m.,
Grace Church in the Mountains, 394 N. Haywood St.,
Waynesville. Panel of speakers, advocates, and a
physician. Free but register by emailing admin@gra-
cewaynesville.com. Let us know how many will attend
so we can be prepared with seating and brunch.

Jan. 27
DifferentTogether-Racial Reconciliation workshops:
3 p.m., St. Paul’s AME Zion Church, 813 Sixth Ave. W.,
Hendersonville. Small group workshops provide safe

space to talk about race in America and in our com-
munities. Topic “What IS Race?” Other workshops
Feb. 10, March 10 and 24 at various churches. Regis-
ter at http://bit.ly/DifferentTogether or call 828-693-
4890.
Forum on “Climate Change and the Sacred Earth”: 9
a.m., First Congregational United Church of Christ,
1735 Fifth Ave. W., Hendersonville. First of three part
series. Free. Part One discusses latest information on
climate change and global warming including recent
fires in California and refugee situation throughout
the world. 

Feb. 16
YOUNique workshop: 9:30 a.m.-4:30 p.m., Grace
Lutheran Church, 1245 Sixth Ave. W., Hendersonville.
To encourage happier, healthier people. A compre-
hensive exploration of you and your personality attri-
butes on five levels. Free and lunch provided. Regis-
ter by Feb. 11 at http://bit.ly/YOUNique02 or or call
Karen-Eve Pfotzer at 828-388-0247, ext. 316.
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