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I was born in 1955, near the height of American late modernity, into a large family that wasn’t 
really open to mystical experiences.  My father, as a Baptist minister, could explain Biblical 
miracles and teachings of the church but didn’t know what to do with my experiences of divine 
mystery. 

In my late 30’s and early 40’s, as an adult with a working wife and children at home, and a 
demanding business career, I traveled with a group of spiritually inclined UU men on a series of 
vision quests over five summers. Incredible things happen when you travel intentionally with 
mystics, but I’m not sure you will believe many of my stories, for things happened which cannot 
be objectively true, yet we experienced as real, which perhaps was the beginning of my disbelief 
in objective reality and prepared me for my travels with Islamic mystics. The world experienced 
by mystics is far more wondrous than my father realized.  

The Islamic holy calendar begins the year Muhammad was called by God to move with his 
followers from Mecca to Medina (622 in the Common Era). This coming Thursday will be the 
first of Muharram, the first day of the first month of the 1434th year of the Islamic religion.  The 
first ten years in the Islamic calendar are named for the most significant events in Muhammad’s 
life each year: the year of God’s permission, year of fighting, the year of trial, the year of 
marriage, the year of earthquake, the year of enquiring, the year of gaining victory, the year of 
equality, the year of exemption, and the year of farewell. Muhammad died in the tenth year of the 
Hijiri calendar, yet they measure time from when he went forth in response to God’s call rather 
than from his death or his birth. God is One, Muhammad is his prophet, so time is measured 
from when Muhammad took up his prophetic role in response to God’s call. 

A core teaching of Islam is to surrender oneself to God! Sufis say the joke is that our independent 
self doesn’t exist; and even if it did we are not in control, there is no self to surrender, and no self 
who can decide whether or not to do so. So the surrender demanded by Islam is the surrender of 
an illusion in pursuit of coming to know what is real. As Rumi said, “Wisdom is like the rain.  
Your money on the Path of God is courage and faith, and you will be taught according to your 
courage and faith.” 
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During my sabbatical I traveled with Islamic mystics, Sufis, in rural mountainous parts of 
Turkey. They challenged my courage and my faith; with incredible, unbelievable things 
happening to me and all around me, leaving me with stories to tell, all of which I found to be 
deeply transformative on my spiritual journey, and some of which may even be true. Set aside 
your sense of objective reality and come traveling with Ishmael, Abraham’s beloved elder son, 
on this journey.

I arrived in Istanbul with The Essential Rumi by Coleman Barks. My teacher told me it was 
adequate for UU worship, but it missed much of what was radical about this 14th century Sufi 
saint. He told me I needed to read Rumi in Arabic, and if I didn’t read Arabic, at least in Reynold 
Nicholson’s out of print English translation.

I ran out to the local English language bookstore and discovered Nicholson’s anthology of Rumi 
on sale next to the cash register; serendipity, I thought. On the train to Konya I read Nicholson all 
night, marking up my copy, and when my teacher saw it the next morning he said I now needed 
to read The Mathnawi of Mawlana Jalaladdin Rumi, a six-volume set also by Nicholson. I said 
I’d buy it when we got to Konya, but my teacher said sadly it wasn’t available in English in 
Konya, or even Istanbul, I would need to wait and buy it on Amazon when I finally got back to 
Boston.

That afternoon I was wandering aimlessly around Konya, waiting for our next evening session to 
start, when I came upon a rug merchant’s shop.  He waved me in but I waved him off; I didn’t 
need a rug. He claimed he had what I needed, and I was intrigued. As I entered his shop he sent a 
young man dashing down the street.  We drank and talked about each other’s families, but no 
books, so finally I insisted on seeing his books, and when he showed them to me in a small 
alcove, they were all in Arabic and Turkish!  I was about to leave in disgust when that young 
man returned carrying the dusty six-volume set of the Mathnawi as translated by Nicholson.  He 
sold them to me for $20 US without any haggling, half of what I had paid for the anthology in 
Istanbul, and I had never even told him what book I was interested in buying. That night my 
teacher saw me reading the Mathnawi, and I told him how I came to acquire it, and he told me it 
is the surest sign that I am on my path. 

Ten days into our journey we were joined by a blind Sufi saint called Ishmael. He played music 
on a Sufi sitar that could make the angels weep, chanted in Arabic in a voice akin to the voice of 
God, and told the best stories about traveling with the Beloved in this world. Many nights we 
would spend chanting and singing and whirling until well after midnight, and then as I would 
collapse in exhaustion, I would notice Ishmael getting dressed to go out with newly arrived Sufi 
friends. I’d ask, Ishmael where are you going?, and he would say to meditate with friends no 
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longer of this world. I’d say, But aren’t you tired?, he’d say that when the Beloved calls, the 
greatest Sufi whirling meditation can be found in the tombs and mosques of the greatest lovers of 
God.

I went with him one time, even though bone tired, and we went to the mosque that held Shams’ 
tomb. Shams was a rogue dervish who had been Rumi’s greatest friend and teacher. There by 
Shams’ tomb we were met by Russian, Iranian, Iraqi, Afghanistani, and Turkish Sufis who 
wished only to chant, sing, and whirl together until we achieved an ecstatic union with the 
divine.  

Shams taught that becoming one with the Beloved brings us to a blissful state called “heart’s 
ease.”  Late one night, a Sufi saint I knew only as Ishmael’s teacher placed his hand on my chest 
and infused me with loving kindness, planting the Kaba of love in my heart. I noticed the next 
morning it still left a large red circle over my heart and the mystics treated me differently 
thereafter. 

Rumi said: “All other joys and pursuits are like a ladder.  You cannot stay on any of the rungs of 
a ladder; the really happy person is the one who is vigilant and understands this.”  Traveling with 
Sufis I came to understand we are all on a journey guided by love, and when the Beloved says 
dance, if we understand anything about the nature of God’s call, we whirl!   

Our last evening in Istanbul I begged Ishmael to tell me his life story; he refused, but he offered 
to teach me the Sufi practice of soul sharing heart to heart, and to use his story for that purpose, 
if I would also open my heart to him, using my life story for that purpose. We both had the next 
day free so we began following breakfast to tell our tales.

Ishmael was born blind, the youngest of four brothers, in a poor Turkish village 45 minutes north 
by bus from Istanbul. His parents doted on him but his mother died when he was 5, his father 
died when he was 6, and his three brothers, 10, 11 and 13 years old, who were now themselves 
orphans, didn’t want to care for their blind younger brother. Ishmael ran away from home; not 
knowing his way, and being blind, he didn’t get far.  So he devoted the next year to doing small 
errands for people in his village, and saving the tiny tips they paid him, until by the age of 7 he 
had saved enough to buy a cheap bus ticket to Istanbul where he became a street urchin. But to 
survive, he needed to earn money from tourists, most of whom spoke only English, so Ishmael 
mastered English over the next two years and lived well on Istanbul’s streets, though living under 
the roughest of conditions.
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At 10 Ishmael developed a Hashish habit, and was smoking one day in his favorite shop when 
his outstanding bill was paid by Sufis, and the Sufi master offered to provide him with food and 
a bed if he would give up his hashish and memorize the Quran over the next two years. When 
Ishmael agreed, his new teacher planted the Kaba of love in his heart. Ishmael swore off 
intoxicating substances, learned Arabic, and memorized the Quran a page at a time.

Ishmael says that without the distraction of sight, if someone reads him a passage just four times, 
he can recite it word for word. Ishmael spent his days as an English speaking tour guide and his 
nights reciting the Quran in Arabic. His teacher next introduced him to the Sufi musical scale and 
instruments to teach him how to chant and sing the Sufi hymns to the Beloved. As one of the few 
English speaking Sufi’s in Istanbul in the 1970’s, Ishmael became a popular religious tour guide.  
I asked him how he could be a blind tour guide?  He laughed at me.  He said, I guided them to 
what was significant, but I wasn’t driving the bus!

By 30 Ishmael had found his place in God’s work, reciting and chanting the Quran, leading 
religious tours, having a large and growing circle of friends, a ready laugh, and financial security.  
Then the Beloved mystery disrupted his life again. One day the most beautiful woman came on 
his tour.  I asked him, Ishmael, you’re blind, how did you know she was beautiful? He said all the 
men said so, but even if they hadn’t, he knew when he first heard her voice. By the end of the 
week he was in love with her and she with him, and she agreed to marry but only if he would 
relocate to Brazil where she lived with two young sons from her first marriage. What could he do 
for work, what would he do for money, how could he survive with this new wife and family?  
She laughed at him. She knew mystics in Brazil would flock to his voice, and besides she was a 
vice president of J.P. Morgan, earning enough for both of them.

 Ishmael moved to Brazil, learned Portuguese, helped raise two sons while his wife traveled for 
work, and created a Brazilian Sufi community. Ishmael said when the Beloved invites you to 
tango it is unwise and impolite to answer you only know how to rock and roll.

At age 50 Ishmael’s wife was offered a senior role at J.P. Morgan in NYC.  They toured Sufi 
communities in Manhattan but local teachers seemed to find Ishmael a threat. So they bought a 
house in Spring Valley, 45 minutes north of NYC by train, and built a new Sufi community.  
Ishmael and his wife now travel the world, leading Sufi meditations in Russia, India, Konya, 
Istanbul, Brasilia, and London, yet always making his way back to Konya for the anniversary of 
Rumi’s death and union with the divine, which is how I came to know him.

Ishmael then insisted I tell him the story of my spiritual journey, and even though I protested that 
it wasn’t much compared to his, he drew out from me a story that was as full of wonder and 
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surprising serendipity as the one he had just told me. He made me promise to visit him and his 
wife in Spring Valley as soon as I returned to Boston.  

So one cold January Saturday found me driving to upstate New York. When I arrived at their 
modest suburban home I was greeted by his beautiful wife, and he took me into his study to 
practice soul sharing. I told him of my growing understanding of the illusion of the individual 
self and he taught me an ancient Sufi teaching about the seven selves we are born with, and how 
most people only develop two or three of them, and often not fully, and how the mystic quest is 
to search the world to come to know the seven selves we have possessed from our birth. That is 
the secret of his journey, and since the Sufis planted the Kaba of love in my heart during my time 
among them, he said that was also the secret of my spiritual journey as well. 

He said my many hard years as an entrepreneur had brought me into the furnace, to become soft 
and malleable like hot lava, but that the business world did not know how to mold me into a 
superior spiritual being, so it took the mystics, with the Kaba of love, to shape me into a mirror 
of the likeness of the Beloved. Some mornings I still awake to a large red oval over my heart and 
the stories Ishmael shared break me open with renewed joy.

Traveling with Ishmael was like discovering the wise elder brother that I never knew I had. He 
opened unto me the fierce power of love to transmogrify our souls so we can become the people 
we were born to be. Through traveling with Ishmael I discovered a great secret, the longing of 
my own soul, and I learned how to quench that longing through direct experience of the love of 
God.

To quote Rumi one last time, “Dance, when you’re broken open. Dance, when you’ve torn the 
bandage off.  Dance in the middle of fighting.  Dance in your blood … When we depart this life 
at last, we’ll carry only what weighs nothing. The sweetness and torments of love become tender 
with time. Those ego gains you pursue today become worthless, but love grows in worth … Each 
of us chooses every day a life with or without love.  May we choose wisely and enjoy the fruits 
of our choices.”

I love you all dearly.  Amen and blessed be.             
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