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 This last school year my son Thomas made great strides in 

his ability to read.  It was one of those years where a light switch 

sort of went off, and all of a sudden he could do this new thing.  

He was very proud of himself, though Sharon and I realized that 

we could no longer do that thing parents do where they spell 

words they don’t want their kids to hear.  Yeah those days are 

gone now! 

 So Thomas and I started to read together.  It is mostly things 

that kids like to read of course, Diary of a Wimpy Kid, Captain 

Underpants, that sort of thing.  One morning Thomas saw me 

reading one of my books and asked if he could take a shot at it.  I 

said sure, and he climbed into my lap.  All of a sudden I was very 

interested in what was going to happen next.  The book I was 

reading that morning was not a particularly hard book to read, but 

it was definitely not the sort of thing Thomas was used to trying.  

You see for the past few months I have had something of a 

spiritual practice where I read one poem each day from a book 
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entitled “A Year with Hafiz: Daily Contemplations.”  And it was this 

book that Thomas caught me reading.  So I asked him to offer up 

that morning’s meditation.  I believe it was this entry entitled 

“What the Prom Queen Gets.” 

“Time an enemy not easy to slay.  It can tear the wing apart, 

sever it with such an unclean cut one can bleed for days.  An hour 

is a clever hallucination, a year more so, a lifetime…the grand 

hoax.  The way sound and light travel, the way all come from a 

source that has never moved, at the height of the action of 

longing or in the perfect resistance to all the course of 

morals…everything can stop.  That is where you want to be, 

where the clock’s tyranny has lost its influence.  One always gets 

a big prize for that—for any intelligent, overall functional, useful 

deductions.  The door prize is, heaven wraps itself in a box and 

places itself at your feet.  With such a door prize, try to imagine 

what the prom queen gets.” 

 Thomas did pretty well, actually.  He stumbled over 

“hallucination” and “hoax” and I think “tyranny” was a tough one 

too.  Finally Thomas came to the end of the poem, looked up at 

me and asked, “So what does that mean, Dad?” 

 A very good question.  One perhaps that you were asking 

yourself as I was reading the poem.  It is one that I often ask 
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myself when I am reading them.  Which is, I guess part of why I 

started reading Hafiz.  If one only reads things that you can 

understand, then you haven’t really learned much.  Hafiz and 

other mystical poets like him push the boundaries of our 

understanding.  They force us into an uncomfortable position to 

have to let go of our fully rational minds, and take a leap into the 

world of metaphor and imagery. Sometimes those images flash 

together in a way that is meaningful, and perhaps even 

emotionally powerful.  Other times it just feels like non-sense.  But 

sometimes a poem that made no sense the first time, winds up 

making sense after moving into a new stage of life or following 

some new experiences.  And that is precisely the point the 

mystics of all traditions try to make: that the most important thing 

is not the idea but the experience. 

 The Sufis are the mystical tradition within Islam.  Islam is a 

very old religion and far from monolithic over the course of its long 

history in numerous cultures in the Middle East and elsewhere.  It 

would be a mistake to assume that the Islam that is portrayed to 

us in the news, and dare I say even in the textbooks on religion, 

consists of the totality of what Islam truly has been.  I am sure 

most of you know the basics of Islam: God or Allah is one, the 

Qur’an is the revealed message from God, and Muhammad was 

the final and most explicit prophet and messenger from God.  
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Between what is written in the Qur’an and the personal practices 

of Muhammad himself, one gets the religion of Islam.  And 

perhaps, if you read between the lines a little bit, you get the 

sense that Islam is a devotional religion.  There is book at the 

center of it, true, but deconstructive analysis of the Qur’an is not 

encouraged.  Rather one’s personal practice of faith and 

submission, of the so called Five Pillars, are what define one as a 

Muslim. 

 Sufism, which was at its height in the 12th and 13th centuries 

in Persia and Turkey, took this a bit further.  For them, religion 

was about having a direct experience of God.  They turn to 

Muhammad who had heard Allah’s voice at the top of Mount 

Arafat and later in life is said to have ascended into heaven.  

Muhammad they claim, was the first Sufi, the first mystic. 

 One of the most well known Sufi poets was Rumi, the author 

of both this morning’s reading and our opening hymn.  In that 

poem, The Guest House, Rumi is talking about having an 

experience.  Actually he isn’t even talking about some grand 

esoteric experience of the numinous that William James might 

write about.  No instead Rumi is talking about the very common 

everyday experiences of being depressed, being sad, being angry 

or upset.  Those are guests in the house of your mind, your body, 

your heart, your soul.  Welcome even them, he tells us, because 
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you never know.  Your girlfriend or boyfriend may have left you 

heartbroken now, but it could be that experience is exactly what 

you need.  Perhaps to grow.  Perhaps to learn something so that 

you are in a more emotionally stable and mature place for the 

next person you fall in love with.  Who knows?  So don’t be so 

quick to banish sadness from your house.  Be open to those 

negative feelings.  Greet them at the door laughing, because they 

are sent from beyond. 

 Notice that nowhere in this poem does Rumi say anything 

like, “Follow the rules and laws laid down in the Qur’an and 

practiced by Muhammad.”  Sufism, while grounded in the Islamic 

tradition and religion, is not bound by it.  Sufism is not about the 

book and the law and the rules, it is about breaking free from 

those boundaries, about conceiving and experiencing a God that 

is larger than our human boundaries.  In that sense one might 

say, Sufism is “liberal” if we chose to apply that very Western term 

to it.  Most of the rest of Islam probably use a different word: 

heretical!   

For example, one of the most well-known rules in Islam is 

the prohibition against drinking alcohol.  Islam teaches again and 

again that getting drunk leads to forgetting about God and 

becoming undisciplined in one’s religious practice and morality.  



6 
 

So with this rule in mind, listen to this poem by Hafiz, who was 

and remains a very popular Persian Sufi poet: 

“I never quite feel right until the effects of wine reach my head and 

kick it back like a mule might whose hoofs just landed a clean 

solid blow.  With my vision now corrected and aimed toward the 

heavens and my ticket of intoxication firmly in hand for at least an 

hour, there seem so many interesting possibilities that I wasn’t 

fully aware of before.” 

 Wow!  What did I tell you about the Sufis pushing us beyond 

our comfort zones with their poems?!  You can imagine how a 

poem like that would go over amidst a crowd with a conservative, 

literal reading of Islamic law.  Wine and drunkenness are common 

metaphors in Sufi poems about what this direct experience of God 

is like.  Ironically, it is an experience that cannot be described in 

words.  Words cannot directly articulate a profound religious 

experience.  Which is why, I think, the Sufis turn to poetry.  

Poems do not directly describe the thing they are referring to.  

Rather poems are meant to produce or convey an experience 

within the reader.  They are not meaning to describe God, they 

are wanting you and I to experience God ourselves.  There is a 

great moment in the movie Contact, where Jodi Foster has finally 

made contact with an alien intelligence, and the first thing she 
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says when experiencing this completely unfamiliar environment 

was “They should have sent a poet.” 

 Here is one of my favorites.  In fact, this is my new email 

signature, so if you get an email from me some time this year you 

will see these words at the bottom: 

“God is applauding our every act, but he hides that reality from 

most, until we can understand more about real love.” 

 That is not theology.  It is not a systematic philosophy about 

what God is like.  It is a poem.  Like telling a joke, you get it or you 

don’t.  The poem paints a picture, and that image tugs at your 

heart or it doesn’t.  If you start to cut it apart and piece it back 

together then it is ruined.  It is like trying to explain to someone 

why a cartoon in the New Yorker Magazine is funny.  If you didn’t 

laugh at it the first time, then you probably never will. 

 I think mysticism is ultimately about feeling how we are all 

interconnected.  Our seventh principle of Unitarian Universalism 

talks about the “Interdependent web of all existence of which we 

are a part.”  That is fantastic idea.  It is an idea that, frankly, is the 

centerpiece of my personal theology and a big part of why I am a 

Unitarian Universalist.  But in good Unitarian fashion – it is an 

idea.  What if that was more than an idea; what if it was an 

experience.  A deep experience felt in our bones that we are 
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interdependent with one another and the world in which we live?  

Having a spiritual practice that brought about that experience 

would be one of our pillars. 

 The Sufis talk about interdependence and interconnection 

too.  But remember they are poets so they don’t just come out 

and say it like that.  For the Sufis, that experience of 

interconnection is what they mean when they talk about the “the 

love of God.”  Divine love is infinite interconnection with the world.  

Hafiz, in thinking about what happens after we die, when he 

writes: 

“The clear night sky tried to prepare me for what it knew would 

someday happen; it began to show me ever deeper aspects of its 

splendor, and then one evening just directly asked, Will you be 

able to withstand your own magnificence?  I thought I was just 

hearing things, until a spring orchard I was passing my days with 

at the height of its glory burst into song, about our – every 

human’s – destiny to burn with radiance.  Still I felt my ears were 

playing tricks on me until the morning came when God tore apart 

my chest…needing more room to bloom inside.  I began to roll 

through the streets in ecstasy.  Everyone thought I was crazy.  I 

hope everyone someday knows how blessed I was.  You will.” 
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 We live in a secular age where the religions of old often no 

longer speak to us as they once did.  Ours is an age where there 

is much anxiety and few words of hope or solace given to us from 

our culture.  We hear of the turmoil and strife in Israel and 

Ukraine, and it is hard to cobble together a coherent, logical world 

view that takes such madness into account. 

 Rather what we need is for our souls to be fed.  Our hearts 

to be warmed.  If we are lucky, then we get such nourishment 

from a beloved community that holds up the highest ideals, 

aspirations, and values that human beings have ever articulated.  

If we are lucky, we find the warmth of others in that community to 

be a support when times are hard and a cajoling coach when we 

need to grow.  As Hafiz puts it: 

“What is true enlightenment?  It is knowing that everything is rave-

worthy, but having the balance, the discernment, to withhold your 

applause at times, when there are young souls near…or people 

trying to sleep.” 

 Let us not be among those content to sleep, but rather souls 

anxious to rise in a standing ovation to creation.  It is the least we 

can do after all.  

 May we be open to the spirit that moves where it will 

including tearing down the borders and limitations we have 
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constructed in our lives.  May we be drunk with the wine of our 

fellowship.  And may our love be evident to all.  Amen Blessed 

Be. 


