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Introduction

“Blessed are those who find wisdom, those who gain understanding.”

Proverbs 3:13 beautifully highlights the value of wisdom and understand-
ing, the tales of Mullah Nasr al-Din and English nursery rhymes, can serve
as powerful bridges between cultures and the biblical message.

Linking Cultures Through Stories:

Mullah Nasr al-Din: These tales, known across Central Asia and the
Islamic world, are often rich with Humour, wit, and moral lessons.
They mirror the parables of Scripture in their ability to provoke thought
and reflection on life’s deeper truths. Drawing connections between
the wisdom in his stories and biblical teachings can create a relatable
framework for understanding spiritual truths.

English Nursery Rhymes: Simple and memorable, nursery rhymes often
touch on moral lessons or cultural values in an accessible way. Using
these familiar rhythms and patterns, parallels can be drawn with biblical
principles, offering a playful yet profound entry point into discussions
about wisdom, justice, and love.

Practical Applications:

Parables and Proverbs: Highlight how both Mullah Nasr al-Din’s tales
and nursery rhymes, like biblical parables and proverbs, use everyday
scenarios to teach deep truths. For example, Mullah’s stories of “foolish
wisdom” can be juxtaposed with biblical insights about the wisdom of
God versus human folly (1 Cor. 1:25).

Common Themes: Many cultural stories explore themes like justice,
humility, generosity, and truthfulness. These resonate with biblical
teachings and allow for natural connections.

Creative Storytelling in Ministry: For Central Asia, storytelling rooted
in local traditions (like Mullah Nasr al-Din) combined with familiar
Western elements (like nursery rhymes) can make Scripture come alive
in a culturally meaningful way.



This approach not only honours the wisdom inherent in every culture but
also enriches the understanding of the universal truths found in the Bible. It
provides a fertile ground for dialogue, learning, and growth in faith.

Indeed, Proverbs 3:13 beautifully highlights the value of wisdom and
understanding, which are universal pursuits transcending cultures and
languages. The use of familiar stories or cultural elements, such as the tales
of Mullah Nasr al-Din and English nursery rhymes, can serve as powerful
bridges between cultures and the biblical message.
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The Gospel according to Mullah Nasr al-Din and English Nursery Rhymes

Mullah Nasr al-Din

Mullah Nasr al-Din, also known in different cultures as Nasreddin Hoja,
Joha, or various other names, is a folk character of wisdom, wit, and satire
who emerged in the Sunni Muslim world during medieval times. While he
appears as a simpleton, Nasr al-Din is wise and uses humour and irony to
expose societal issues, embodying human values like honesty, wisdom, and
justice. His tales, often highlighting social inequalities and moral flaws, like
ignorance, laziness, or injustice, resonated widely, offering both humour
and reflection. His character seamlessly balances respect for authority
with satire, allowing him to critique society without offending, even as
hypocrites recognize themselves in his stories.

The tales of Mullah Nasr al-Din have a universal appeal and have spread
across Islamic lands, from China to Morocco. They have been adapted
over generations, with each culture adding its unique twist, contributing
to Nasr al-Din’s versatility. His origin is debated; some believe he lived
in 13th-century Anatolia, with historical accounts suggesting a modest
life as a teacher and judge, while others claim him as a figure from later
centuries.

Over time, Mullah Nasr al-Din’s stories were preserved in oral tradition
and eventually written, becoming part of the literary heritage across the
Islamic world. His character continues to inspire humourists, storytellers,
and reformists who use his tales as a vehicle to discuss social reform and
human nature, bridging generations and cultures with his timeless wit.



Mullah Nasr al-Din

L

Mullahs Friday Sermon

Due to his witty remarks, Mullah Nasr al-Din was always on demand,
especially when he visited the larger towns. One day, in Samarqand, he was
asked to deliver the Friday sermon from the pulpit. He accepted.

When the prayer was over, he mounted the pulpit, cleared his throat and
before delivering his sermon asked the audience, “Do you know what I am
going to talk about?”

The crowd enthusiastically shouted, “Yes, we do.”

Hearing that, the Mullah got up, gathered his cloak around him, and
walked down the steps of the pulpit. “What happened, Mullah?” the audience
wanted to know.

“What's the point of preaching about something that you already know?”

The audience felt that they had let the Mullah down.

“Mullah,” they said. “You must excuse us. Give us another chance. We really
want to hear your sermon.”

“Fine,” said Mullah. “I shall give the Friday sermon next week as well.”

Next week, after the Friday prayer, the Mullah mounted the pulpit, cleared
his throat and asked, “Do you know what I am going to talk about?”

This time the crowd said, “No, we don’t.”

Again, Mullah got up and walked down the steps of the pulpit. “What
happened this time, Mullah?” the audience wanted to know.

“What's the use of my talking to people who don’t know what I am talking
about?”

Frustrated, the people asked the Mullah for a third chance; he agreed. Next
Friday, after the prayer, the Mullah mounted the pulpit and asked the same
question. This time some of the people in the audience said that they knew
while some others said that they had no clue about what the Mullah was
going to talk about.

Again, Mullah got up, gathered his cloak around him and walked down the
steps. This time, however, he stood on the last step and said, “I am happy that
finally we came to an understanding. Please, those of you who know what 1
was going to say inform those who have no clue all that I was going to say in
my sermon.”

Having said that, he hurried out of the mosque.



The Gospel according to Mullah Nasr al-Din and English Nursery Rhymes

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Friday Sermon” revolves around themes
of wisdom, teaching methods, and the dynamics between a teacher and
their audience. While there isn’t a direct biblical parallel that matches this
story exactly, there are several passages and narratives in the Bible that
echo similar themes:

10

Jesus Using Questions to Teach:

Matthew 16:13-15: Jesus asks His disciples, “Who do people say that
the Son of Man is?” and then, “But what about you? Who do you say
I am?” Here, Jesus uses questions to engage His disciples, prompting
them to reflect deeply on their beliefs.

Luke 20:1-8: When the chief priests and teachers of the law question
Jesus’ authority, He responds with a question about John the Baptist’s
baptism, putting them in a position where their answer would expose
their inconsistency.

Parables to Convey Understanding:

Matthew 13:10-15: The disciples ask Jesus why He speaks to the people
in parables. Jesus explains that it’s because “though seeing, they do not
see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand” This reflects the
idea that not everyone is ready or willing to receive certain teachings.

Sharing Knowledge with Others:

2 Timothy 2:2: Paul advises Timothy, “And the things you have heard
me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable people
who will also be qualified to teach others” This mirrors the Mullah’s
final suggestion that those who know should inform those who don't.

Hebrews 5:12: “In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers,
you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word
all over again” This emphasizes the responsibility of those who know
to teach others.

The Limitation of Sharing with the Unprepared:

Matthew 7:6: “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls
to pigs.” This suggests that valuable teachings should not be given to those
who are not ready or willing to appreciate them, akin to the Mullah’s
reluctance to preach to those who claim ignorance or already know.
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Wisdom in Teaching:

Proverbs 26:4-5: “Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you
yourself will be just like him. Answer a fool according to his folly, or
he will be wise in his own eyes” These seemingly contradictory verses
highlight the nuanced approach one must take when addressing
different audiences, similar to the Mullah’s varied responses based on
the crowd’s answers.

Responsibility to Seek Understanding:

Acts 17:11: The Berean Jews were commended for examining the
Scriptures daily to see if what Paul said was true, highlighting the
importance of personal responsibility in learning.

While the Bible doesn’t contain a story that directly mirrors Mullah Nasr
al-Din’s “Friday Sermon,” these passages reflect similar themes about
teaching, the readiness of the audience, and the methods used to convey
wisdom. The overarching connection lies in the use of questions and
dialogue to provoke thought, self-reflection, and the sharing of knowledge
among those who are prepared to receive it.

L

The Cat or the Meat?

One day Mullah bought a kilo of meat and brought it home to his wife to
prepare for dinner that night. He then left the house. A little while later the
neighbour’s wife came to visit. While talking about other neighbours, the two
women nibbled at the meat until they had eaten it all. In the evening, when
the Mullah sat at the sofre for dinner, his wife served bread and cheese instead
of meat, and said, “I am sorry, Mullah, but the cat took the meat out of the
pan and ran off with it

Mullah ate his dinner of bread and cheese quietly and went to bed.

The same thing happened several days in a row and Mullah patiently listened
to the story about the cat. Finally, one night while listening to the story he saw
the cat pass by. Quickly he caught it and put it on the scales. When he saw that
the cat weighed exactly one kilo, he turned to his wife and said, “Khanom, if this
is the cat, where is the meat; and if this is the meat, pray tell, where is the cat?

11
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The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “The Cat or the Meat” revolves around
themes of deception within a household, the clever uncovering of truth,
and confronting dishonesty. While there isn’t a direct biblical story that
matches this tale exactly, several biblical narratives share similar themes of
deception, exposure, and the use of wisdom to reveal hidden truths.

Daniel Exposes the Priests of Bel
(From the Deuterocanonical book Bel and the Dragon):

Summary:

In this story, the Babylonian king worships the idol Bel, believing it
consumes food offerings left overnight. Daniel, who refuses to worship
idols, suggests that the idol is not eating the offerings. To prove this,
Daniel spreads ashes on the temple floor before the doors are sealed.
In the morning, footprints on the ashes reveal that the priests and
their families have been secretly entering the temple to consume the
offerings themselves.

Parallel:
Like the Mullah, Daniel uses a clever method to expose the deceit of
those around him. Both stories involve setting a trap to reveal the truth
about missing food and confronting the deceivers with undeniable
evidence.

Note: Bel and the Dragon is considered canonical in the Catholic and
Eastern Orthodox traditions but is part of the Apocrypha in Protestant
Bibles.

Nathan Confronts King David 2 Samuel 12:1-14:

Summary:
After King David commits adultery with Bathsheba and has her
husband Uriah killed, the prophet Nathan approaches David with a
parable about a rich man who takes a poor man’s only lamb. David,
angered by the injustice in the story, condemns the rich man, only for
Nathan to reveal, “You are the man!”

Parallel:
Nathan uses a story to help David see his own wrongdoing, much like
the Mullah uses the weighing of the cat to make his wife confront her
deception.

12
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Joseph Tests His Brothers Genesis 42-45:

Summary:
Joseph, sold into slavery by his brothers, rises to become a powerful
leader in Egypt. When his brothers come to buy grain during a
famine, Joseph conceals his identity and tests them to see if they have
changed. He eventually reveals himself after observing their remorse
and honesty.

Parallel:
The use of testing to reveal truth and character aligns with how the
Mullah patiently waits and devises a plan to expose the truth about the
missing meat.

Ananias and Sapphira Acts 5:1-11:

Summary:
Ananias and his wife Sapphira sell property and deceitfully keep part
of the money while claiming to donate all of it to the apostles. Peter
confronts them separately about their dishonesty and, upon being
exposed, both fall down dead.

Parallel:
This story highlights the seriousness of deceit and the inevitable
exposure of truth, similar to how the Mullah uncovers his wife’s lies
about the meat.

Jacob and Laban’s Deception Genesis 29:15-30:

Summary:
Jacob works seven years to marry Rachel, but on the wedding night,
Laban deceives him by substituting his elder daughter Leah. Jacob
confronts Laban, who then agrees to give him Rachel in exchange for
another seven years of work.

Parallel:
The theme of being deceived by close family and confronting the deceit
resonates with the Mullah’s experience with his wife.

King Solomon’s Wisdom with the Two Mothers 1 Kings 3:16-28:

Summary:
Two women claim to be the mother of a living child. Solomon proposes

13
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to cut the baby in two, giving half to each woman. The true mother
pleads to spare the child’s life, thus revealing herself. Solomon’s wise
judgment exposes the truth.

Parallel:
Solomon’s clever method to reveal the true mother mirrors the Mullah’s
ingenious approach to uncover the truth about the meat.

Conclusion:

While the specific circumstances differ, these biblical narratives share
core themes with the tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “The Cat or the Meat.”
They all explore the dynamics of deception, the clever uncovering of truth,
and the moral implications of dishonesty within personal relationships.
These stories serve as moral lessons on the importance of integrity and the
wisdom required to navigate situations where trust has been broken.

L <]

Mullah’s Quilt

One hot night, Mullah Nasr al-Din and his wife were planning to sleep on the
roof. For that they had carried some of their bedding, especially a quilt that
she had made to ward off the morning chill, onto the roof. While preparing
to go to bed, a commotion in the alley below attracted their attention.
They wondered what it was all about. The Mullah decided to go down and
investigate. He threw the quilt over his shoulders and went down the ladder.

In the alley a few rogues were quarrelling. One was hitting the other while
some others were trying to keep them apart. Mullah entered their quarrel and
tried to keep the one from hitting the other. As soon as the Mullah became
really involved, one of the rogues pulled his quilt off his shoulder and took
off with it. The others, too, began to run as if trying to catch the one with the
quilt. Mullah, half running after them, shouted, “Hey, there. Where are you
going with that? That's my quilt you are taking!”

The rogues did not pay any attention to him. Before long they all disappeared
behind the walls of the serpentine alley.

Mullah ascended the ladder wondering what to say to his wife. His wife
asked, “Mullah, what was all that commotion about?”

14
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“Nothing dear,” he quipped. “It was all about our quilt!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Quilt” revolves around the themes of
unintended consequences, the risks of intervening in others’ conflicts,
and the irony of personal loss resulting from good intentions. In the story,
the Mullah tries to help resolve a commotion but ends up losing his quilt
to thieves. When he returns, he humorously tells his wife that the entire
commotion was about their quilt, highlighting the unexpected personal
cost of his involvement.

While there isn’t a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives share similar themes where individuals suffer personal
loss or face unintended consequences as a result of their actions to help
others or intervene in conflicts. Here are some biblical parallels and
equivalent stories:

Moses Intervening Between Hebrews Exodus 2:11-15
Summary:

Moses sees an Egyptian beating a Hebrew. Moses kills the Egyptian
to save his fellow Hebrew.

The next day, he sees two Hebrews fighting and tries to reconcile
them.

One of them rebukes Moses, saying, “Who made you ruler and judge
over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian?”

Realizing his deed is known, Moses becomes afraid and flees to Midian
because Pharaoh seeks to kill him.

Paul and Silas Imprisoned in Philippi Acts 16:16-24
Summary:

Paul and Silas encounter a slave girl possessed by a spirit that allows
her to predict the future, bringing profit to her owners.

Paul casts out the spirit, freeing the girl.

Her owners, angry at the loss of income, seize Paul and Silas and drag
them before the authorities.

They are beaten and imprisoned without a trial.

15
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These timeless lessons encourage readers to act wisely and thoughtfully,
recognizing that while helping others is commendable, it is also important
to be aware of the potential personal costs and to proceed accordingly.

L <

Experience

One day the Mullah was walking down an alley. He encountered a large
crowd standing underneath a roof, looking up. He went to one of them and
asked, “What’s going on here? Is the man up there trying to commit suicide?”

“No, Mullah,” he said. “He does not want to throw himself down. He is an
architect. He has built this house, but he has forgotten to build any stairs for
it. Now that his work is complete, he cannot get off the roof” Mullah thought
for a while and said, “No problem. I can bring him down. To do that, however,
I need a rope.” They brought a rope and gave it to Mullah. He threw the rope
onto the roof and instructed the man: “Pilgrim, tie the end of this rope tightly
around your waist.”

The man followed Mullah’s instructions. Then Mullah, with all his might,
pulled the other end of the rope bringing the man down with it. The man died.
Stunned, the crowd asked, “But Mullah, you killed this man, why?” Mullah,
too, was astounded. After a bit of thought, he said, “I don’t know what went
wrong. Several days ago, a child had fallen in a well. We threw a rope down
and pulled the kid up and gave him to his mother. Could it be that this method
is only good for pulling up, and not so good for pulling down.”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Experience” revolves around themes
of misapplied experience, unintended harm resulting from misguided
help, and the importance of understanding context when applying past
knowledge. In the story, the Mullah attempts to help a man stranded on a
roof by using a method that worked previously for rescuing a child from a
well. His lack of insight into the differences between the situations leads to
the man’s death.

While there isn't a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives share similar themes where individuals suffer negative
consequences due to misapplied knowledge or misguided actions.

16
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Uzzah Touches the Ark 2 Samuel 6:6-7
Summary:
The Ark of God is being transported, and the oxen stumble.
Uzzah reaches out to steady the Ark to prevent it from falling.
God strikes Uzzah dead for his irreverent act.
Parallel:

Misguided Help Leads to Harm: Uzzal’s attempt to assist results in his
death due to not following God’s instructions.

Lack of Understanding Context: Uzzah fails to recognize the
sacredness of the Ark and the proper way to handle it.

Unintended Consequences: A well-intentioned action leads to tragic
results.
Peter Rebukes Jesus Matthew 16:21-23
Summary:
Jesus predicts His suffering and death to His disciples.

Peter takes Jesus aside and rebukes Him, saying, “Never, Lord! This
shall never happen to you!”

Jesus turns and says to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a
stumbling block to me.”

Parallel:

Misapplied Understanding: Peter’s misunderstanding of Jesus’
mission leads him to oppose God’s plan.

Unintended Obstruction: His attempt to protect Jesus actually hinders
the divine purpose.

Rebuke Due to Lack of Insight: Jesus corrects Peter for not having in
mind the concerns of God.
The Disciples Preventing Children from Coming to Jesus Mark 10:13-16
Summary:

People bring little children to Jesus for Him to touch them.

17
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The disciples rebuke those bringing the children, thinking they are
helping Jesus.

Jesus is indignant and says, “Let the little children come to me... for
the kingdom of God belongs to such as these”

Parallel:

Misguided Assistance: The disciples think they are aiding Jesus by
keeping the children away.

Lack of Understanding: They fail to grasp Jesus' openness and
teachings about the kingdom.

Correction of Misapplied Actions: Jesus instructs them, showing the
importance of embracing all who come to Him.
Job’s Friends Misapply Their Understanding Job Chapters 4-37
Summary:
Job suffers great losses and afflictions.

His friends come to comfort him, but they insist his suffering must
be due to sin.

They argue that he should repent, misapplying their understanding
of God’s justice.

God eventually rebukes the friends, saying they have not spoken the
truth about Him.

Parallel:

Misapplied Wisdom: Jobs friends use conventional wisdom
inappropriately, causing more distress.

Unintended Harm: Their attempts to help lead to greater suffering for
Job.

Failure to Understand Context: They do not recognize the unique
nature of Job’s situation.

The Sons of Aaron Offer Unauthorized Fire Leviticus 10:1-2
Summary:

Nadab and Abihu, sons of Aaron, take their censers and offer

18
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unauthorized fire before the Lord.

Fire comes out from the presence of the Lord and consumes them.

Moses explains that this is a consequence of not treating God as holy.
Parallel:

Misapplied Ritual: They perform a priestly function improperly.

Lack of Understanding Sacred Practices: Their actions demonstrate a
failure to respect God’s instructions.

Severe Consequences: Their misguided actions lead to their death.
Rehoboam Rejects Wise Counsel I Kings 12:1-19
Summary:
Rehoboam becomes king after Solomon’s death.
The people request lighter labour, seeking relief from heavy burdens.

Elders advise Rehoboam to serve the people, but he rejects their
advice.

He follows the counsel of his peers, telling the people he will increase
their burdens.

This leads to the division of the kingdom, with ten tribes rebelling
against him.
Parallel:

Misapplication of Advice: Rehoboam ignores experienced counsel,
leading to disastrous results.

Unintended Consequences: His decision causes a split in the nation.

Failure to Understand Context: He does not grasp the people’s needs
or the gravity of his choice.

Conclusion

While the Mullah’s “Experience” story and these biblical accounts
differ in specifics, they share common themes about the dangers of
misapplying knowledge and the importance of understanding context
when acting. These stories serve as moral lessons on the necessity of:

19
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Wisdom and Discernment: Recognizing that different situations may
require different approaches.

Understanding Before Acting: Taking time to assess and comprehend
the specifics of a situation.

Avoiding Assumptions: Not assuming that a method successful in one
context will automatically apply to another.

These timeless lessons encourage readers to reflect on their actions,
ensuring that good intentions are paired with appropriate understanding
to avoid unintended harm.

L <]

Cauldrons Child

One day, the Mullah went to his neighbour’s house and said, “Neighbour, we
have several guests tonight. Can I borrow your cauldron? I will bring it back
as soon I can.”

The neighbour said, “Of course, Mullah;” and gave him the cauldron.

The Mullah kept the neighbour’s cauldron in his house for quite some time.
Then one day, he put a small cauldron inside the neighbour’s cauldron and
took both to the neighbour. The neighbour looked at the small cauldron and
said, “Mullah, what is this small cauldron for?”

Mullah said, “Apparently, when I borrowed it, your cauldron was pregnant.
At our house it gave birth to this child’”

The neighbour, although surprised, didn’t say anything more. He took the
cauldrons and thanked the Mullah.

Several days later, the Mullah went to his neighbour again and borrowed the
same cauldron. This time, however, he kept the cauldron and did not return
it. A long time passed. One day, the neighbour had guests. Out of necessity,
he went to the Mullahs for his cauldron. He knocked at the door. Mullah
opened the door. The neighbour said, “Mullah, excuse me for the intrusion
but tonight we have guests. Can I have my cauldron back?”

Mullah thought for a while and asked, “What cauldron?” The neighbour
laughed and said, “the one that had a kid!”

“Oh, that one,” said the Mullah, and added: “Neighbour, I have bad

20
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news for you. Apparently, your cauldron was pregnant this time, too, and
unfortunately, it passed on in childbirth!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Cauldron’s Child” revolves around
themes of deception, gullibility, greed, and the consequences of accepting
illogical propositions for personal gain. In the story, the Mullah tricks his
neighbour by exploiting his greed and gullibility: the neighbour believes
that his cauldron gave birth to a smaller one because it benefited him to do
so. Later, when the Mullah claims the cauldron died, the neighbour is faced
with the absurdity of his earlier acceptance.

While there isn’t a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives share similar themes where individuals are deceived due
to their own greed or gullibility, leading to unintended consequences. Here
are some biblical parallels and equivalent stories:

Jacob and Laban’s Deception Over the Flocks Genesis 30:25-43
Summary:

Jacob works for Laban for many years, first for his daughters Leah and
Rachel, and then for livestock.

Jacob proposes a deal: he will take all the speckled and spotted sheep
and goats as his wages.

Jacob employs selective breeding, increasing his own flock
significantly.

Laban’s sons become resentful, feeling Jacob has taken what should be
their father’s wealth.

Jacob leaves secretly, fearing Laban’s reaction.

Ananias and Sapphira Acts 5:1-11
Summary:

Ananias and Sapphira sell property and keep part of the money, lying
about donating the full amount.

Peter confronts Ananias, who falls dead after being accused of lying
to the Holy Spirit.

Sapphira is questioned separately, and she also lies and dies.

21
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Great fear seizes the church due to these events.

Conclusion

While the Mullah’s “Cauldron’s Child” story and these biblical accounts
differ in specifics, they share common themes about the pitfalls of greed,
the consequences of deception, and the folly of accepting absurdities for
personal gain. These stories serve as moral lessons on the importance of:

Discernment: Evaluating situations critically rather than accepting
them at face value.

Integrity: Upholding honesty in dealings with others.

Awareness of Consequences: Recognizing that actions driven by greed
can lead to unintended losses.

These timeless lessons encourage readers to act with wisdom, question
illogical propositions — even when they seem beneficial - and maintain
ethical standards in all interactions.

L <

Stop Peoples Talk

One day, Mullah Nasr al-Din took his son on a journey. As soon as they left
the house, he put his son on the donkey and he himself walked next to them.
Passers by looking at the father and son quipped, “The healthy kid rides while
his poor old father has to walk!”

Ashamed, the boy dismounted and helped his father ride for a while.
Another group passing them quipped, “The poor boy has to catch up to the
donkey while his old man rides like a lord.”

Mullah then invited his son to ride on the donkey with him. “Look at that
poor donkey,” people criticized. “He has to carry the weight of two healthy
people.”

“I think we both should walk and lead the donkey,” Mullah suggested to
his son. In that case, no one can criticize us. His son agreed and they began
walking in front of the donkey and leading him.

“Look at those two fools,” people whispered, as father and son were about
to leave the village. “How can they walk in this hot weather, and go as far as

22
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they need to go, while they could ride?”

“Son,” Mullah said to his son. “You lift up the front legs and I will lift up the
hind legs. We must carry the donkey. No other viable option remains. Maybe
that will stop them criticizing us!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Stop People’s Talk” centres around the
futility of trying to please everyone, the inevitability of criticism regardless
of one’s actions, and the wisdom of following one’s own convictions rather
than being swayed by public opinion. In the story, the Mullah and his son
change their behaviour multiple times in response to others’ comments,
only to find that no matter what they do, people will always find fault.

Several biblical passages and stories share similar themes, illustrating the
challenges of public opinion and the importance of steadfastness in one’s
convictions.

The Parable of the Children in the Market-place Matthew 11:16-19;
Luke 7:31-35
Summary:

Jesus compares the generation to children sitting in the market-
places, calling out to others: “We played the pipe for you, and you did
not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.”

He highlights the contradictory criticisms levelled against John the
Baptist and Himself:

John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, “He has a
demon”

The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, “Here is a
glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners”

Jesus concludes that wisdom is justified by her deeds.

Conclusion

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Stop People’s Talk” and these biblical
accounts share the common theme that attempting to satisfy everyone’s
opinions is futile and can lead to unnecessary frustration or absurdity.
These stories teach that:

One should act according to wisdom and convictions, not merely to
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appease others.

Criticism is an unavoidable aspect of life, and striving to avoid it
entirely is impractical.

Steadfastness and discernment are essential in navigating external
pressures and maintaining one’s integrity.

These timeless lessons encourage individuals to remain true to their beliefs,
make thoughtful decisions based on wisdom, and accept that public
opinion should not dictate their actions.

L <]

Listen to Your Mother!

One day Mullah Nasr al-Din decided that since his donkey has become old,
he should buy a younger donkey. “While the old donkey can still give me
rides,” he thought, “the younger one can learn. Then, I can gradually phase
the old donkey out and ride the younger one.”

To buy a donkey, Mullah rode his donkey to the town market. There he
could see all kinds of donkeys, of all ages and colours, and all braying either
for attention or for feed, or for whatever. Among the donkeys for sale a
particular young one attracted his attention the most. He walked to the seller
and asked, “Is it all right if I look that donkey over?” The seller did not have
any objections. “Yes, by all means, Mullah. Go ahead,” he said.

The Mullah looked the donkey over. It was a white donkey with mild grey
stripes of the type one sees on a zebra. He asked the seller for a price.

“How much, may I ask, are you asking for him?” the Mullah asked.

“This donkey, Mullah,” said the seller, “is a special breed. I am asking at
least one hundred dinars for him.”

It was the custom in those days, especially in the Mullah’s town, to offer half
the price asked. “How about fifty dinars?”

“You must be pulling my leg, Mullah,” laughed the seller. “For you, however,
I will lower the price to eighty-five.”

To reciprocate, the Mullah raised his suggested price to sixty-five dinars.
Eventually the seller and the Mullah agreed on seventy-five dinars for the
price of the donkey. The Mullah paid the price, rode his old donkey, and
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holding the rope that was tied around the neck of the young donkey, he left
for his village, pulling the young donkey behind him. The day was pleasantly
warm, and a nice fragrance wafted over the green wheatfields. The Mullah,
thinking of the future and how the young donkey would make his life easier,
began to dose off.

In the wheatfields two brothers, actually two rogues: lame Suleiman and
clever Massoud, had been following the Mullah all the way since the edge of
town. They were quite sure that the Mullah would take a nap and, by the time
that he reaches the village, he would be asleep. Then, they thought, they would
have a good chance to separate the Mullah from his newly-purchased donkey
and make some money in the process.

The rogues were not wrong. By the time the old donkey approached the
broken walls of Mullah’s village, Mullah was fast asleep. He was, however,
listening to the monotonous thud of the young donkey’s hoofs, making sure
that the rope was taught. Once sure that the Mullah would not see them,
Suleiman and Massoud emerged from the wheatfield and approached the
Mullah’s new donkey.

“Let me take the rope off the young donkey and put it around your neck,”
suggested Massoud.

“No,” protested Suleiman pointing to his lame leg and gesturing that he can’t
make the same thud as the donkey.

“All right)” agreed Massoud, and let Suleiman place the rope that he had
taken off the neck of the young donkey around his neck. Keeping the rope taught
and making the thud sound that the donkey made, Massoud walked behind
Mullah’s old donkey until they reached Mullahs house. As for Suleiman, he
took the newly bought donkey to the market and sold it for sixty dinars.

Proud of the bargain he had struck, the Mullah called Fatimah, his wife,
to come so he could show her the young donkey. “But this is not a donkey,
Mullah,” Fatimah exclaimed. “It’s a boy!”

A boy!” Mullah repeated as he turned around and saw Massoud.

“Who are you, boy?” Mullah demanded to know.

“I am the young donkey,” said Massoud. “You bought me at the market in
town.”

“So 1did,” said the Mullah, trying to convince himself that he was not going
crazy.

“I made a mistake, Mullah,” volunteered Massoud. “I did not obey my mom
as every good kid should. Because of that she cursed me and turned me into
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a donkey. But when you, a pious, upright Mullah, bought me, the curse was
broken, and I turned back into the boy I was.”

Mullah felt that he should not keep the poor boy away from his mother
because of a mild case of disobedience. He let the boy go home. The next day
the Mullah went back to the market to buy a young donkey. In the market,
his eyes caught sight of a donkey very much like the one he had bought the
previous day. Rather than going to the seller to haggle over the price, this time
he walked to the donkey and said, “Bad boy, didn't I tell you not to disobey
your mother?”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Listen to Your Mother!” revolves around
themes of deception, gullibility, transformation due to disobedience, and
the humorous twist of a trick played on the Mullah. In the story, the Mullah
purchases a young donkey but is tricked by two rogues who replace the
donkey with one of them pretending to be a boy transformed back from
a donkey because of a lifted curse. Believing the story, the Mullah lets the
boy go. The next day, seeing a similar donkey at the market, he humorously
scolds it for disobeying its mother again.

While there isn’t a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives share similar themes of deception, transformation as a
consequence of disobedience, and individuals being tricked due to their
innocence or gullibility. Here are some biblical parallels and equivalent
stories:

Jacob Is Deceived by Laban Genesis 29:15-30
Summary:

Jacob agrees to work seven years for Laban to marry his daughter
Rachel.

After seven years, Laban deceives Jacob by giving him Leah, Rachel’s
older sister, in marriage.

Jacob confronts Laban, who explains that the younger daughter
cannot be married before the elder.

Jacob agrees to work another seven years to marry Rachel, whom he
loves.
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Parallel:

Deception by Trusted Individuals: Like the Mullah, Jacob is deceived
by someone he trusts, resulting in personal loss.

Gullibility and Naivety: Jacob does not anticipate Laban’s deceit,
paralleling the Mullah’s belief in the boy’s story.

Perseverance Despite Deception: Jacob continues to work towards his
goal, similar to the Mullah returning to the market the next day.

Humorous Irony: The unexpected switch of brides adds a layer of
irony, akin to the Mullah’s situation.

Conclusion

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Listen to Your Mother!” and this
biblical account, while differing in specifics, share common themes of
deception, the pitfalls of gullibility, and the transformative consequences
of disobedience. These stories serve as moral lessons on the importance of:

Discernment and Wisdom: Encouraging individuals to question and
verify extraordinary claims to avoid being misled.

Awareness of Deception: Recognizing that not everyone acts with
integrity, and one should be cautious in trusting others.

Understanding Consequences: Acknowledging that actions, whether
our own or others; have repercussions that can significantly impact our
lives.

Maintaining Perspective: The Mullah’ ability to respond with humour
suggests resilience and the value of not taking oneself too seriously in
the face of adversity.

These timeless lessons remind readers to approach situations with both an
open mind and a critical eye, balancing trust with prudence to navigate
life’s complexities.
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His Donkey’s Helper

One day Mullah Nasr al-Din’s wife, Fatimah, discovered that she needed a
few items from the market. “Mullah,” she said, “I am sorry, I am starting
dinner, and I need a few items from the bazaar. Can you ride your donkey
there quickly and get those for me?

“Sure thing” said the Mullah. A short time later he rode his small white
donkey to the market. There, as always, the many colourful fruits and
vegetables on display in front of the shops fascinated him. Rather than staying
and enjoying the scene, however, he hurried to get the items to Fatimah. He
stopped at each shop, talked to his friends, and bought a few items. At the
end, he found himself the owner of an extremely heavy load of watermelons,
eggplants, potatoes, and vegetables.

With great difficulty, he rode his donkey backward, lest he dishonour his
friends by turning his back to them. One of his friends then handed him the
heavy bag. Instead of placing the bag in the saddle, Mullah held it at the end
of his outstretched arm, away from the donkey. The donkey began to move in
the direction of Mullah’s house.

On the way, one of Mullahs students saw him supporting his tired,
outstretched arm with his other arm. The student asked, “Mullah, why are
you not placing the bag on the saddle?”

“Because, don’t you see,” Mullah whispered. “I am helping my donkey. She
is carrying me and I am carrying the load!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “His Donkey’s Helper” revolves around
themes of misunderstanding, misguided efforts, and the irony of attempting
to alleviate a burden in an ineffective way. In the story, the Mullah believes
he is helping his donkey by holding a heavy bag himself rather than placing
it on the saddle, not realizing that the donkey still bears the weight through
him. This reflects a lack of understanding about how burdens are carried
and highlights the humorous folly of his actions.

While there isn't a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives share similar themes where individuals act with good
intentions but misunderstand the situation, leading to ineffective or
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counterproductive actions. Below are some biblical parallels and equivalent
stories:

Peter Cutting Off the Servant’s Ear John 18:10-11
Summary:

During Jesus’ arrest, Peter draws his sword and cuts off the ear of
Malchus, the high priest’s servant.

Jesus rebukes Peter, saying, “Put your sword into its sheath; shall I not
drink the cup that the Father has given me?”

Jesus heals Malchus’s ear, emphasizing that violence is not the answer.
Parallel:

Misguided Effort to Help: Peter believes he is defending Jesus, not
realizing that his actions are contrary to God’s plan.

Lack of Understanding: Like the Mullah, Peter acts without fully
understanding the implications of his actions.

Counterproductive Actions: Peter’s attempt to protect Jesus could
have led to greater harm, just as the Mullahs effort doesn’t actually
alleviate the donkey’s burden.
Martha and Mary’s Priorities Luke 10:38-42
Summary:
Jesus visits the home of Martha and Mary.
Martha is distracted with much serving and preparations.
Mary sits at Jesus’ feet, listening to His teaching.
Martha complains to Jesus that Mary isn’t helping her.

Jesus gently rebukes Martha, saying, “Martha, Martha, you are
worried and upset about many things, but few things are needed - or
indeed only one. Mary has chosen what is better”

Conclusion

While Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “His Donkey’s Helper” is a humorous tale
highlighting the folly of misunderstanding how burdens are carried, the
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biblical narratives provide deeper insights into how misguided actions,
even with good intentions, can lead to ineffective or harmful results. These
stories collectively teach that:

Understanding Is Crucial: Before acting, it's important to fully grasp
the situation to ensure that efforts are effective.

Good Intentions Aren’t Enough: Actions need to be guided by wisdom
and knowledge to achieve the intended positive outcomes.

Self-Reflection Prevents Mistakes: Regularly assessing one’s
understanding and motives can prevent misguided actions.

Seek Guidance When Uncertain: Consulting others or seeking divine
wisdom can provide clarity and prevent errors.

These timeless lessons encourage individuals to pair their good intentions
with discernment, ensuring that their actions truly help rather than
inadvertently hinder or burden others.

- ]

Preparing Halva

One day, complaining to his neighbour, Mullah Nasr al-Din said, “Neighbour,
I really like halva but somehow I cannot manage to prepare some to eat.”

“Preparing halva is not that difficult, Mullah,” said his neighbour. “It needs
some flour, some sugar, and some 0il.”

“Right there, you see,” said Mullah. “That is in fact where the problem is.”
He further explained, “When there is sugar, there is no oil, and when I get oil
and flour together, there is no sugar.”

“Come on, Mullah,” said the neighbour. “It is not hard to bring a few items
like that together.”

“That’s true neighbour,” said the Mullah. “It is not hard to find all those
things in one place. The problem is whether I can be found in that place!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Preparing Halva” revolves around
themes of personal responsibility, excuses, and the irony of self-created
obstacles. In the story, the Mullah desires to make halva but consistently
fails because, despite having access to all the necessary ingredients at
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different times, he is never present where they are all together — including
himself. The humour lies in the realization that the true barrier is not
external circumstances but the Mullah’s own inaction and excuses.

While there isn't a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly,
several biblical narratives share similar themes where individuals miss
out on opportunities or fail to achieve their desires due to excuses, lack of
preparation, or failure to act despite having the necessary resources.

The Parable of the Great Banquet Luke 14:15-24
Summary:

A man prepares a great banquet and sends out invitations to many
guests.

When the feast is ready, he sends his servant to tell those invited to
come.

All the guests begin to make excuses:
One says, “I have just bought a field, and I must go and see it

Another says, “T have just bought five yoke of oxen, and I'm on my way
to try them out”

Another says, “I just got married, so I can’t come””

Angered by their excuses, the host orders his servant to bring in the
poor, crippled, blind, and lame.

He declares that none of those who were originally invited will taste
his banquet.

Parallel:

Excuses Preventing Participation: Like the Mullah, who always finds
a reason why he can’t make halva, the invited guests make excuses that
prevent them from attending the banquet.

Missed Opportunities: Both the Mullah and the guests miss out on
something desirable because of their own inaction.

Personal Responsibility: The stories highlight that the obstacles are
self-imposed rather than due to external factors.
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The Parable of the Ten Virgins Matthew 25:1-13
Summary:
Ten virgins await the arrival of the bridegroom, each carrying a lamp.
Five are wise, bringing extra oil; five are foolish, bringing none.
The bridegroom is delayed, and they all fall asleep.
At midnight, a cry announces the bridegroom’s arrival.

The foolish virgins realize their lamps are going out and ask the wise
ones for oil.

The wise virgins refuse, suggesting they buy more oil.

While they are away, the bridegroom arrives, and the wise virgins
enter the banquet.

The door is shut, and the foolish virgins are denied entry upon their
return.

Conclusion

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Preparing Halva” and these biblical
narratives collectively highlight the pitfalls of procrastination, excuses, and
reliance on perfect conditions. They teach that:

Action Over Excuses: One must take proactive steps rather than
waiting for ideal situations.

Personal Accountability: Recognizing that we often hold ourselves
back through inaction or unnecessary complications.

Seizing the Moment: Opportunities may be lost if we fail to act when
resources and chances are available.

Embracing Imperfection: Understanding that circumstances are
rarely perfect, and progress requires working with what we have.

These stories encourage readers to reflect on their own lives, identify areas
where excuses may be hindering progress, and take decisive action toward
their goals.
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Borrowing Mullah’s Donkey

One day, Mullah Nasr al-Din’s neighbour came to his door and said, “Mullah,
is it possible for me to borrow your donkey? My son took our donkey to the
mountains to bring some firewood. I am going to the market. It shouldn’t take
more than an hour”

“Neighbour,” said Mullah. “T would love to lend you my donkey. Except that
at the moment, my donkey, too, is out.”

At this very instant, from her stall, Mullah’s donkey brayed as loud as ever.

Hearing that, the neighbour asked, “Mullah, I thought you said your
donkey is not in?”

“Friend,” said the Mullah, “you amaze me. You mean you believe a donkey’s
bray over your neighbour’s words!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Borrowing Mullah’s Donkey” revolves
around themes of deception, being caught in a lie, denial despite
evidence, and the absurdity of prioritizing one’s words over obvious
truth. In the story, the Mullah’s neighbour asks to borrow his donkey. The
Mullah lies, saying the donkey is not available, even though it is present.
When the donkey brays, revealing its presence, the Mullah questions the
neighbour’s trust in his words over the donkey’s sound, highlighting the
irony and humour in denying the undeniable.

Several biblical narratives share similar themes of deception, denial when
confronted with the truth, and the folly of dishonesty. Here are some
biblical parallels and equivalent stories:

Peter’s Denial of Jesus
Matthew 26:69-75; Mark 14:66-72; Luke 22:54-62; John 18:15-18, 25-27
Summary:

After Jesus’ arrest, Peter follows at a distance and enters the courtyard
of the high priest.

A servant girl recognizes Peter, saying, “You also were with Jesus of
Galilee”
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Peter denies it, saying, “I don’t know what you're talking about”

Two more times, others recognize him and accuse him of being a
follower of Jesus.

Each time, Peter denies knowing Jesus, even swearing an oath.
Immediately after the third denial, a rooster crows.

Peter remembers Jesus’ prediction that he would deny Him three
times before the rooster crowed.

Peter weeps bitterly, realizing his failure.

Parallel:

Denial Despite Evidence: Peter denies knowing Jesus even when
confronted with the truth, similar to the Mullah denying the presence
of his donkey despite the donkey’s bray.

Being Caught in a Lie: Peter’s accent and association with Jesus give
him away, just as the donkey’s sound reveals the Mullah’s deception.

Emotional Response to Realization: Peter’s weeping parallels the
potential for remorse when one’s dishonesty is exposed, though the
Mullah remains unapologetic.

Ananias and Sapphira Acts 5:1-11

Summary:

34

Ananias and his wife Sapphira sell a piece of property.

They keep back part of the money but present the rest to the apostles
as if it were the full amount.

Peter confronts Ananias, saying, “How is it that Satan has so filled
your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit?”

Ananias falls down and dies upon hearing this.

Sapphira enters later, unaware of what happened, and also lies about
the amount.

Peter confronts her, and she too falls down and dies.

Great fear seizes the whole church.
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Conclusion

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Borrowing Mullah’s Donkey” and these
biblical narratives share common themes of deception, denial in the face
of truth, and the folly of dishonesty. They collectively teach that:

Honesty Is Essential: Integrity in one’s words and actions is crucial for
trust and healthy relationships.

Truth Will Emerge: Attempts to conceal the truth are often futile, as
reality has a way of revealing itself.

Accepting Responsibility: Owning up to one’s actions is better than
compounding the issue with further deceit.

Reflecting on Motives: The stories encourage introspection about why
one might choose to deceive and the impact it has on others.

These timeless lessons remind readers of the importance of truthfulness
and accountability, emphasizing that honesty fosters trust and respect,
while deceit leads to complications and moral dilemmas.

- <]

The Head of the Family

Once Aqa Abdul Karim, the chief rug merchant in Isfahan, invited Mullah
Nasr al-Din to his house. Being the talking type, Abdul Karim spoke about
almost everything under the sun including the carpet trade, the clever fingers
of the girls and boys who create the most splendid products for sale in the
bazaar, and above all, his own family. Although Mullah Nasr al-Din, too,
had a lot to talk about, Aqa Abdul Karim did not allow him to get a word in
edgewise. This frustrated the Mullah no end.

Having described all that could be said about the carpet trade, he talked
about his wife, Jamilah. He explained how wonderful she was. “In a nutshell,”
he said, “Jamilah holds the whole household together” Then he talked about
his daughters, Akhtar and Nadereh. He explained to the Mullah how helpful
they both have been to their mother. “They are,” he concluded, “their mother’s
arms.”

Here the Mullah tried to say something about his own wife, Fatimah, but
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Aqa Abdul Karim did not allow him the opportunity. Rather, he moved from
the subject of the helpfulness of his daughters to the contributions of his sons:
Jamshid and Rustam. “Even though still quite young,” he said about his sons,
“they have been the twin supports, propping up this family. As their teacher, of
course, Mullah Nasr al-Din knew better. Aqa Abdul Karim, however, would
not allow him to express his opinion one way or another.

Eventually, time for dinner placed Mullah Nasr-al-Din, the guest of honour,
ahead of his host. Trays full of pilaf were brought in and placed on the tablecloth.
Accompanying all that, however, there was only one roasted chicken. It was
placed in front of the guest of honour, the Mullah. “I have asked my wife and
daughters to join us, Mullah,” said Abdul Karim. “You are virtually a member
of the family. They even don’t need to have their chadors on.”

The bird was cooked in a very strange way. The beak and the claws were
still attached. Abdul Karim explained, “It is the duty of the guest of honour
to divide the chicken among the members of the host family according to his
wishes.” The Mullah accepted the job with pleasure. He then took the head of
the bird off and placed it on Abdul Karim’s plate. “The head of the family,” he
said, “gets the head of the bird.” He then gave a long spiel on the contributions
of the father to the upkeep of the household. Aqa Abdul Karim was not happy
at all with the Mullah’s division of the bird but he could not say anything.

He then severed the neck and placed it in the middle of Abdul Karim’s wife’s
plate, saying: “the neck goes to the member who holds the body and the head
together” “Madame,” he said to Jamilah Khanum, “you have earned this.” The
two wings he placed on the plates of the daughters. “Wings for the chicken,”
said the Mullah, “are like arms for the people. Those who have served as the
arms for their mother deserve the wings of the bird.”

At the end, he placed the legs of the bird on Jamshid and Rustam’s plates
and said, “As your father so eloquently said, you are your family’s supports.
Therefore, you receive the legs which prop up the bird.”

Dissatisfied with the Mullah's division, the family eyed the rest of the chicken.
The Mullah went on to say, “Ihis, leaves us with a bird with no important
parts attached to it. Since I have made no contribution to the family, I will
have to take care of that!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “The Head of the Family” centres around
themes of humility, cleverness, and poetic justice. In the story, Mullah Nasr
al-Din is invited to dinner by Aqa Abdul Karim, a boastful rug merchant
who monopolizes the conversation, praising himself and his family’s
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contributions while not allowing the Mullah to speak. During the meal,
the Mullah is tasked with dividing a roasted chicken among the family. He
cleverly assigns parts of the chicken to each family member based on the
roles the host boasted about, leaving himself with the best portion - the
body of the chicken - since he supposedly made no contribution to the
family. This act serves as a subtle rebuke to the hosts arrogance and self-
centredness.

While there isn't a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives share similar themes of humility versus arrogance, the
use of wisdom to address pride, and the reversal of expectations through
clever action.

Nathan Confronts King David with a Parable 2 Samuel 12:1-7
Summary:

After King David commits adultery with Bathsheba and orchestrates
the death of her husband Uriah, God sends the prophet Nathan to
confront him.

Nathan tells David a parable about a rich man who takes a poor man’s
only ewe lamb to prepare a meal for a traveller, instead of using one of
his own many sheep.

David becomes angry at the injustice and declares that the rich man
deserves to die.

Nathan reveals, “You are the man!” pointing out David’s own
wrongdoing.
Conclusion

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “The Head of the Family” and this biblical
narrative share common themes of confronting arrogance, promoting
humility, and using wisdom to address unjust behaviour. They emphasize
that:

Pride Can Lead to Humiliation: Arrogant behaviour often results in
being humbled.

Wisdom and Cleverness Are Powerful Tools: Thoughtful responses
can effectively address and correct wrongs.
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Humility Is Valued: Both in the Mullah’s tale and the biblical account,
humility is portrayed as a virtue that leads to honour.

These timeless lessons encourage readers to reflect on their own behaviour,
promote humility, and recognize the effectiveness of wisdom and tact in
addressing issues of pride and injustice.

L

Seeking Knowledge

Mullah Nasr al-Din, following the Prophet’s saying, “Seek knowledge even if
it is in China,” decided to learn to play a musical instrument. He went to a
master lute player and asked, “How much would you charge to teach me how
to play the lute?”

“Three dinars for the first month,” said the music teacher, “and three dirhams
the second and following months.”

The Mullah assessed his money situation for the tuition and said, “Very
well. But can we start with the second month?”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Seeking Knowledge” revolves around
themes of the cost of learning, the desire to bypass foundational steps,
and the folly of attempting to shortcut the process of gaining wisdom or
skill. In the story, the Mullah wishes to learn to play the lute and inquires
about the cost of lessons. When informed that the first month’s tuition is
more expensive due to the foundational skills taught, he asks to start with
the second month to avoid the higher initial cost. This humorous request
highlights a misunderstanding of the learning process and the importance
of foundational knowledge.

While there isn’t a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly, several
biblical narratives and teachings share similar themes of understanding the
cost of commitment, the importance of foundational steps, and the folly of
trying to bypass necessary processes.
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The Cost of Discipleship Luke 14:25-33
Summary:

Jesus addresses the crowds following Him, emphasizing the serious
commitment required to be His disciple.

He declares, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and
mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters - yes, even their own
life — such a person cannot be my disciple.”

He illustrates with examples:

Building a Tower: “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won't
you first sit down and estimate the cost to see if you have enough
money to complete it?”

A King Going to War: “Or suppose a king is about to go to war against
another king. Won't he first sit down and consider whether he is able
with ten thousand men to oppose the one coming against him with
twenty thousand?”

Jesus concludes, “In the same way, those of you who do not give up
everything you have cannot be my disciples”

Parallel:

Counting the Full Cost: Just as the Mullah wants to skip the
higher initial cost of learning, Jesus emphasizes the importance of
understanding and accepting the full cost of discipleship.

No Shortcuts in Commitment: The Mullah’s desire to start with the
second month reflects an attempt to shortcut the learning process,
paralleling the necessity of full commitment in following Jesus.

Foundation Is Essential: Skipping foundational steps undermines the

entire endeavour, whether building a tower or learning an instrument.

Simon the Sorcerer Attempts to Buy Spiritual Power Acts 8:9-24
Summary:

Simon the Sorcerer practiced sorcery in Samaria, astonishing the
people and claiming to be someone great.

He believes and is baptized after hearing Philip preach the good news.

39



The Gospel according to Mullah Nasr al-Din and English Nursery Rhymes

Seeing the Holy Spirit given through the laying on of the apostles’
hands, Simon offers them money, saying, “Give me also this ability so
that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit.”

Peter rebukes him, saying, “May your money perish with you because
you thought you could buy the gift of God with money!”

Simon pleads for mercy, realizing his error.

Conclusion

While the tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Seeking Knowledge” is presented
with humour, it underscores a significant lesson about the importance of
embracing the full journey of learning and personal growth. Similarly, the
biblical narratives emphasize that:

True Progress Requires Embracing the Process: Whether learning an
instrument or following a spiritual path, one must be willing to start at
the beginning and engage fully.

Foundations Are Crucial: Skipping initial steps can lead to instability
and faijlure.

Willingness to Invest: Both time and resources must be invested
appropriately to achieve meaningful results.

These timeless lessons encourage individuals to approach endeavours with
sincerity, recognizing that shortcuts often lead to shortcomings, and that
true mastery and fulfillment come from wholehearted participation in the
journey.

L

Mullah Goes Shopping

One day the Mullah went to the store to buy himself a pair of pants. The
shopkeeper showed him a nice pair of pantaloons. “How much are you asking
for these?” he asked.
“For you, Mullah,” said the shopkeeper, “I will charge only five dinars.”
When reaching into his pocket for money, a nice robe caught Mullah’s eye.
He put the pantaloons to the side and asked the storekeeper to show him the
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robe, which he did. Mullah looked the robe over and asked, “How much for
this?”

“The same price as for the pantaloons, five dinars,” said the shopkeeper.

“Thank you,” said the Mullah. Then he folded the robe and put it under his
arm and left the store. The storekeeper ran after him and said, “Excuse me,
Mullah, but you did not pay for the robe!”

“Idid, too,” retorted Mullah. “I left the pants that are the same price as the
robe!”

“But you did not pay for the pantaloons either,” said the confused shopkeeper.

“Why should I2” said the Mullah. “I didn’t want them after I saw the robe.
Why should I pay for something that I don’t want?”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Mullah Goes Shopping” revolves around
themes of faulty reasoning, attempting to acquire something without
proper payment, and humorous misunderstandings involving logic and
fairness. In the story, the Mullah tries to rationalize taking a robe without
paying by claiming he left behind pants of the same price, even though
he hadn't paid for the pants either. The humour arises from the Mullah’s
illogical argument and the shopkeeper’s confusion.

While there isn’t a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly,
several biblical narratives share similar themes involving deceit, unjust
gain, flawed reasoning, or attempts to manipulate situations for personal
advantage.

Jacob and Esau’s Birthright Exchange Genesis 25:29-34
Summary:

Esau returns famished from the fields and asks Jacob for some of the
stew he is cooking.

Jacob offers to give Esau some stew in exchange for his birthright.

Esau agrees, saying, “Look, I am about to die; what good is the
birthright to me?”

Esau sells his birthright to Jacob for bread and lentil stew.

Esau despises his birthright, trading long-term inheritance for
immediate satisfaction.
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Parallel:

Manipulation for Personal Gain: Jacob takes advantage of Esau’s
hunger to acquire the birthright, similar to the Mullah’s attempt to gain
the robe without proper payment.

Questionable Reasoning: Esau’s logic in valuing immediate needs
over his birthright parallels the flawed reasoning of the Mullah.

Unfair Exchange: The disproportionate trade reflects the Mullah’s
attempt to rationalize taking the robe without payment.

Conclusion

While the tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Mullah Goes Shopping” is a
humorous story highlighting the Mullah’s illogical reasoning to avoid
paying for the robe, these biblical narratives address similar themes of
dishonesty, unethical acquisition, and the consequences of attempting to
gain unfair advantage. They teach that:

Honesty Is Essential: Ethical behaviour in transactions is crucial to
maintain trust and justice.

Faulty Logic Cannot Justify Wrongdoing: Attempts to rationalize
unethical actions are flawed and unacceptable.

Consequences Follow Unjust Actions: Whether immediate or
eventual, there are repercussions for dishonesty.

These timeless lessons encourage individuals to act with integrity, ensuring
that their dealings are fair and just, and to avoid the pitfalls of trying to
deceive or manipulate others for personal gain.

L

Blown Away by the Storm

One day, when he was walking home from the school where he taught,
Mullah saw a vegetable patch with many vegetables ready to pick. He checked
all directions making sure no one was around. Then, quietly, he entered
the patch, and hurriedly picked some vegetables and put them in his bag.
Unfortunately for him, the owner of the vegetable patch, appearing as if from

42



Mullah Nasr al-Din

nowhere, caught him in the act.

“Who are you and what are you doing in my vegetable patch?” He
demanded to know.

“No one, really,” said the Mullah. “I was blown here by the storm!”

“And why have you pulled these nice cabbages up by the root?

“I was holding to them. They, too, must have been blown here with me.”

“And the ones in the bag?” Asked the man angrily.

“To tell you the truth,” Mullah said in desperation,” That’s the part of the
situation that I am still figuring out!”

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Blown Away by The Storm” revolves
around themes of theft, deceit, being caught in wrongdoing, and making
implausible excuses to avoid responsibility. In the story, the Mullah steals
vegetables from a garden and, when confronted by the owner, concocts an
absurd explanation that he was blown into the garden by a storm, and that
the vegetables he picked were part of the storm as well. His final admission
that he’s still figuring out how the vegetables got into his bag adds humour
to his failed attempt at deception.

While there isn't a direct biblical story that mirrors this tale exactly,

several biblical narratives share similar themes where individuals commit

wrongdoing, are confronted, and attempt to avoid responsibility through

excuses or deceit. Here are some biblical parallels and equivalent stories:
Adam and Eve’s Disobedience and Excuses Genesis 3:1-13

Summary:

Adam and Eve are instructed by God not to eat from the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil.

The serpent tempts Eve, who eats the fruit and gives some to Adam,
who also eats.

Their eyes are opened, and they realize they are naked.

God confronts them, asking, “Where are you?” and “Have you eaten
from the tree I commanded you not to eat from?”

Adam blames Eve, saying, “The woman you put here with me - she
gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it”
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Eve blames the serpent, saying, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate”
Parallel:

Committing Wrongdoing: Both the Mullah and Adam and Eve engage
in actions they know are forbidden.

Being Confronted: The owner confronts the Mullah, just as God
confronts Adam and Eve.

Making Excuses: The Mullah claims he was blown by a storm; Adam
blames Eve, and Eve blames the serpent.

Avoiding Responsibility: All attempt to shift blame rather than admit
their wrongdoing.

Aaron and the Golden Calf Exodus 32:1-24
Summary:

While Moses is on Mount Sinai, the Israelites become restless and ask
Aaron to make gods to go before them.

Aaron collects gold from the people and fashions a golden calf for
them to worship.

God informs Moses of the people’s sin, and Moses descends in anger.

Moses confronts Aaron, asking, “What did these people do to you,
that you led them into such great sin?”

Aaron defends himself, saying, “Do not be angry, my lord. You know
how prone these people are to evil. They said to me... So I told them,
‘Whoever has any gold jewellery, take it off. Then they gave me the
gold, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!”

Conclusion

The tale of Mullah Nasr al-Din’s “Blown Away by The Storm” and these
biblical narratives share common themes of human fallibility, the tendency
to avoid responsibility for one’s actions, and the futility of making
implausible excuses to cover wrongdoing. They collectively teach that:

Honesty Is Essential: Attempting to deceive others only compounds
the wrongdoing.

Accepting Responsibility: Acknowledging one’s mistakes is the first
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step toward making amends.

Inevitability of Truth: Deception is often exposed, leading to
consequences.

Moral Integrity: Upholding ethical behaviour is crucial, even when
tempted otherwise.

These stories encourage readers to reflect on their own actions, to be
honest, and to take responsibility when they err, fostering personal growth
and integrity.
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L

Frere Jacques

This is about a friar who has overslept and forgotten to ring the bells for
Matins. The song probably dates, to around 1780. Here are the lyrics.

Are you sleeping
Are you sleeping?
Brother John
Brother John?
Morning bells are ringing
Morning bells are ringing
Ding ding dong
Ding ding dong.

A biblical equivalent to the theme in Frére Jacques — the idea of oversleeping
or failing to be vigilant in one’s spiritual duties - might be drawn from
the parable of the Ten Virgins (Matthew 25:1-13). This parable tells of ten
virgins waiting for the bridegroom. Five of them are wise and bring extra
oil for their lamps, while the other five are foolish and do not. When the
bridegroom finally arrives at midnight, only the wise virgins are prepared
to go in with him, while the foolish ones miss out because they are
unprepared.

This parable, like Frére Jacques, centres on the consequences of falling
asleep and not being ready when duty calls. Just as Brother John misses his
responsibility to ring the bells, the foolish virgins miss their opportunity
due to lack of preparation and vigilance.

Another relevant passage is from Romans 13:11, where Paul urges believers:
“And do this, understanding the present time: The hour has already come
for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now
than when we first believed” This echoes the song’s reminder to wake up
and be alert to spiritual responsibilities.

Both passages illustrate the importance of staying spiritually awake and
ready, which is very much in line with the story of the friar who oversleeps
and misses his calling to ring the bells.
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Oranges and Lemons

Oranges and lemons,
Say the bells of St. Clements.

You owe me five farthings,
Say the bells of St. Martinss.

When will you pay me?
Say the bells of Old Bailey.

When I grow rich,
Say the bells of Shoreditch.

When will that be?
Say the bells of Stepney.

I do not know,
Says the great bell of Bow.

Here comes a candle to light you to bed,
And here comes a chopper to chop oft your head!
Chip chop chip chop the last man is dead.

What is that “chopper to chop off your head” all about? Some say it's Henry
VIII's marital issues, and the way he went about solving them. However, it
seems that those last three lines of the rhyme Oranges and Lemons weren't
originally in the nursery rhyme, so it's more likely that they’re referring to
events at Newgate Prison, which once stood on the current site of the Old
Bailey, next to St Sepulchre’s Church (hence “the bells of Old Bailey” in the
rhyme).

Prisoners here would receive a visit, the night before their hangings, by the
bellman of St Sepulchre’s. This doom-bearing figure would hold a candle
in one hand and ring the execution bell in the other. He would then recite
a poem:
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All you that in the hole do lie,

Prepare you for tomorrow you shall die,
Examine all yourselves, in time repent,
That you may not to eternal flames be sent.

A biblical equivalent to the sombre theme in Oranges and Lemons -
particularly the lines about impending judgment, repentance, and the
approach of death - can be found in passages that speak of the necessity of
repentance before divine judgment. Here are a few relevant examples:

Ezekiel 33:11 “Say to them, ‘As I live; declares the Lord God, ‘I take no
pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that the wicked turn
from his way and live. Turn back, turn back from your evil ways! Why
then will you die, O house of Israel?””

This verse expresses God’s desire for repentance before judgment, much
like the bellman’s urging to repent and avoid eternal flames.

Hebrews 9:27 “And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after
that comes judgment?”

This verse underscores the inevitability of death and the subsequent
judgment, echoing the rhyme’s reminder of mortality and the need for
spiritual preparation.

Matthew 25:13 “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the
day or the hour”

Jesus’ words here serve as a warning to be prepared at all times, as no
one knows when their time will come, much like the prisoners hearing the
bell the night before their execution.

Luke 12:20 In the Parable of the Rich Fool, God says, “You fool! This
very night your life will be demanded from you.”

This parable is a warning about the uncertainty of life and the
importance of being ready for the end, paralleling the bellman’s grim
reminder to the prisoners.

These passages collectively highlight themes of repentance, preparation
for death, and the urgency of seeking reconciliation with God - similar
to the message conveyed by the bellman at Newgate. They serve as biblical
reminders that life is fleeting, and repentance should not be delayed.
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Ring Around the Rosie

Common British versions include:

Ring-a-ring o’ roses,

A pocket full of posies.
A-tishoo! A-tishoo!
We all fall down!

Common American versions include:

Ring around the rosie,
A pocket full of posies.
Ashes! Ashes!

We all fall down!

Is “Ring around the Rosie” (or, for our British readers, “Ring a Ring o’
Roses”) the darkest nursery rhyme ever? Scholars have long maintained
that this cryptic rhyme is about the deadly plague that killed millions of
people in Medieval Europe.

They believe that the “ring-a-round the rosie” is a coded reference to the
red circular rash common in certain forms of plague, and that the “posies”
were the flowers that people carried around to fend off the illness. As for
the “a-tishoo” and “we all fall down”, it doesn't take long to figure out what
that might mean.

Not all modern folklorists stand by the plague-origin theory. Some suggest
that the rhyme “Ring around the Rosie” is actually about the ban on dancing
among Protestants, and the way that people went about circumnavigating
it. Still, it’s certainly the spookiest interpretation, so for the purposes of this
article, let’s go with it.

If “Ring around the Rosie” is indeed about the plague and the devastation
it caused, a biblical equivalent might be found in passages that discuss
widespread suffering, disease, and the consequences of sin. The Bible
contains several passages describing plagues and diseases as part of God’s
judgment or as part of a fallen world where human suffering is present.
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Here are a few biblical parallels:

The Plagues of Egypt (Exodus 7-12) The ten plagues that God sends
upon Egypt serve as a judgment on Pharaoh for refusing to release the
Israelites. These plagues bring immense suffering, affecting the health,
economy, and lives of the Egyptian people. In particular, the boils
(Exodus 9:8-12) could be seen as a parallel to the physical symptoms
associated with the Black Death and other plagues.

Psalm 91:5-6 “You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that
flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague
that destroys at midday”

This passage from Psalm 91 offers comfort and protection to those who
trust in God during times of pestilence and plague. It reflects the hope of
divine protection amid deadly disease.

Lamentations 1:20 “See, Lord, how distressed I am! I am in torment
within, and in my heart I am disturbed, for I have been most rebellious.
Outside, the sword bereaves; inside, there is only death”

Lamentations is a book of mourning, reflecting on the destruction of
Jerusalem and the suffering of its people. It captures the sense of desolation
and fear that accompanies widespread disease and death.

Revelation 6:8 “I looked, and there before me was a pale horse! Its rider
was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They
were given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and
plague, and by the wild beasts of the earth.”

In Revelation, plagues are part of the apocalyptic vision of judgment on
the earth. The image of the pale horse, symbolizing death through various
means, including plague, closely aligns with the dread and mortality
associated with the rhyme’s interpretation.

These passages all touch on themes of plague, suffering, and the hope of
protection or deliverance, reflecting humanity’s struggle with disease and
mortality. Just as Ring around the Rosie is thought to encode a collective
memory of plague, these biblical passages serve as reminders of the fragility
of life and the human response to devastating illness.
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Goosey Goosey Gander

Goosey goosey gander,
Whither shall T wander?
Upstairs and downstairs

And in my lady’s chamber.
There I met an old man

Who wouldn't say his prayers,
So I took him by his left leg
And threw him down the stairs.

History and alternative versions

The earliest recorded version of this rhyme is in Gammer Gurton’s
Garland or The Nursery Parnassus published in London in 1784. Like most
early versions of the rhyme it does not include the last four lines:

Goose-a goose-a gander,
Where shall I wander?

Up stairs and down stairs,

In my lady’s chamber;

There you'll find a cup of sack
And a race of ginger.

How could anything with the word “goosey” in it be sinister? Well one
version of this popular rhyme had some very disturbinglines in it, reflecting
a time when Catholic priests had to say their forbidden Latin prayers in
secret: “There I met an old man, who wouldn’t say his prayers, so I took
him by his left leg and threw him down the stairs” Pretty dark...

“Goosey Goosey Gander” indeed seems lighthearted on the surface, but its
darker lines suggest a connection to the religious tensions and persecution
of Catholics during periods in British history when Catholicism was
outlawed. During the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I, Catholic priests
were often forced to hide in “priest holes” — secret compartments within
homes - to avoid persecution. The rhyme’s line about an “old man who
wouldn't say his prayers” is thought to reference priests who continued to
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pray in Latin, a forbidden act under Protestant rule. The disturbing image
of throwing the man down the stairs symbolizes the violent treatment
priests and Catholics often faced if discovered.

Biblical Equivalent

In a biblical context, this nursery rhyme might find its equivalent in
passages where persecution for religious belief is addressed, particularly
those that discuss the mistreatment of prophets and faithful people who
remained steadfast despite oppression. Here are a few parallels:
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Acts 7:58-60 In this passage, Stephen, the first Christian martyr, is
dragged out of the city and stoned for his faith in Jesus. His persecution
and ultimate death for his beliefs echo the rhyme’s dark theme of
punishment for religious convictions.

Matthew 5:10-12 “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of
righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you
when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil
against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your
reward in heaven.”

Jesus speaks about the blessings for those who endure persecution for
their faith. This passage would resonate with the Catholics who were
forced into hiding and punished for their beliefs during the time this

rhyme references.

Daniel 6:10-16 Daniel continues to pray openly to God despite a royal
decree against it, leading to his persecution and being thrown into the
lions’ den. His faithfulness, even under threat of death, parallels the
courage of priests who risked their lives to practise their faith secretly.

Hebrews 11:36-38 “Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and
imprisonment. They were put to death by stoning; they were sawed
in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins
and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated — the world was not
worthy of them?”

This passage describes the suffering of many faithful individuals,
enduring horrific treatment for their beliefs. It reflects the historical
reality of those who practised their faith in secret under the threat of
severe punishment.
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These biblical passages echo the rhyme’s underlying theme of religious
persecution, reminding us that faith has often been tested by violent
opposition and that steadfast belief has a long history of resilience, even in
the face of danger.

L

Baa, Baa, Black Sheep

Ba-a ba-a, Black Sheep,
Have you any wool?
Yes sir, yes sir,

Three bags full.

One for my master,

One for my dame,

And one for the little boy
That lives in our lane.

This popular and pastoral nursery rhyme has been around, it seems, since
the mid 18th century. Or in any case, the earliest printed version of “Baa,
Baa, Black Sheep” dates from around the year 1744. In the nearly three
centuries since, the rhyme’s lyrics have barely changed. As for the tune,
it's sung to a variant of the 18th century French melody “Ah! vous dirai-
je, maman’, which also provides (in slightly different form) the tune of
“Twinkle Twinkle Little Star”.

So. “Baa, baa, black sheep, have you any wool? Yes sir, yes sir, three bags full”.
What does it all mean? What is on the surface a very clear and transparent
story of a simple transaction may, as with all our other seemingly innocent
entrants on this list, carry some darker undercurrents. One critic speculated
that the song may be about the resentment felt by both buyers and traders,
towards the heavy tax levied on wool in England for many centuries.

In more recent times, though, academics, historians and nursery rhyme
watchers have speculated that the lyrics may be in some way connected to
the slave trade, particularly as it flourished in the southern states of America.
Two things to note: rather than having some negative connotation, the
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wool belonging to a black sheep may well have been highly valued, as it
could be converted into dark cloths without the need for dyeing. Secondly,
there is no hard historical evidence for this theory of links with the slave
trade. But it’s always interesting to speculate...

“Baa, Baa, Black Sheep,” dating to around 1744, has remained mostly
unchanged in its lyrics for nearly three centuries. What appears as a simple
story of a wool transaction may carry historical layers of meaning. One
common theory suggests that the rhyme reflects resentment toward the
wool tax imposed in England for many years. Wool was a vital resource,
and excessive taxation on it may have burdened both farmers and traders,
with “three bags full” potentially symbolizing the portions allocated to
different entities, including the monarchy and clergy.

Another, more controversial interpretation, speculates a link between the
rhyme and the transatlantic slave trade, as black sheep’s wool could have
been a metaphor for labourers or slaves. However, this theory is speculative,
and there is no concrete historical evidence to support it. The “black” wool
might have actually been valued for its ability to be used without dye, rather
than carrying any negative connotation. Over time, such theories may have
emerged from shifts in social awareness, reflecting modern perspectives on
issues like exploitation and labour.

Biblical Equivalent

The themes of taxation, exploitation, and fairness in resources seen in “Baa,
Baa, Black Sheep” echo various biblical teachings on economic justice and
care for the oppressed:

Micah 6:8 “He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does
the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk
humbly with your God”

This verse emphasizes justice and kindness, principles that stand
against exploitation, whether in trade, labour, or taxation.

James 5:4 “Look! The wages you failed to pay the workers who mowed
your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the harvesters have
reached the ears of the Lord Almighty”

James condemns those who withhold fair wages from workers,
paralleling the resentment that could be associated with heavy taxation
or economic exploitation.
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Luke 3:13-14 In response to tax collectors asking for guidance, John
the Baptist tells them, “Don’t collect any more than you are required
to” Soldiers also ask for advice, and he says, “Don’t extort money and
don’t accuse people falsely - be content with your pay”

These verses call for honesty and fairness, particularly relevant to those
in positions of power who could impose unfair taxes or exploit others

financially.

These passages reflect the biblical stance on fair treatment and equitable
distribution, aligning with the themes of possible resentment toward unjust
taxation and economic burdens, which some believe are subtly present in
the rhyme “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep.

L ]
Three Blind Mice

Three blind mice. Three blind mice.

See how they run. See how they run.

They all ran after the farmer’s wife,

Who cut off their tails with a carving knife.
Did you ever see such a sight in your life
As three blind mice?

Behind that chirpy melody of “Three blind mice” is a tale about a vicious,
knife-wielding farmer’s wife. But was she really a farmer’s wife? And were
her helpless victims really mice?

One theory holds that they represent three Protestant loyalists who were
accused of plotting against the Catholic Queen Mary in the 16th century. She
didn’t cut off their tales, though. Instead she burnt them at the stake. And so
one of the sweetest titles masks one of the very darkest nursery rhymes.

Biblical Equivalent

The story of the “Three Blind Mice” and its historical connection to the
Protestant Oxford Martyrs (Ridley, Latimer, and Cranmer) can draw a
biblical equivalent from the theme of persecution for faith. A relevant parallel
can be found in Daniel 3, the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.
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These three faithful men refused to bow to King Nebuchadnezzar’s golden
image and were sentenced to be thrown into a fiery furnace as a result.
Their steadfast faith in God and refusal to compromise their beliefs under
pressure mirrors the commitment of the Oxford Martyrs to their Protestant
convictions, even in the face of death.

Key Parallels:

Faith Under Fire: The Oxford Martyrs stood firm in their Protestant
faith against Queen Mary Is efforts to restore Catholicism, even though
it meant being burned alive.

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to bow to the idol, risking
death by fire rather than betraying their God.

Spiritual Sight in Persecution: The “blindness” attributed to the
Oxford Martyrs refers to their Protestant beliefs, perceived as heresy by
Queen Mary I. Similarly, the three men in Daniel’s story were viewed
as rebellious by the Babylonian court.

In both cases, their “blindness” was actually a sign of spiritual clarity
and unwavering faith.

Martyrdom and Deliverance: While the Oxford Martyrs were not
delivered from physical death, their sacrifice inspired countless others
in the Protestant movement.

In contrast, God miraculously saved Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego
from the flames, demonstrating His power and faithfulness.

The Oxford Martyrs' story aligns with the biblical theme of enduring
suffering for faith and remaining spiritually “aware” to God’s truth, even
when it leads to death.
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London Bridge is Falling Down

London Bridge is falling down
Falling down, falling down
London Bridge is falling down
My fair lady

Build it up with iron bars
Iron bars, iron bars

Build it up with iron bars
My fair lady

Iron bars will bend and break
Bend and break, bend and break
Iron bars will bend and break
My fair lady

Build it up with gold and silver
Gold and silver, gold and silver
Build it up with gold and silver
My fair lady

Gold and silver we've not got
We've not got, we've not got
Gold and silver we've not got
My fair lady

London Bridge is falling down
Falling down, falling down
London Bridge is falling down
My fair lady

The meaning of “London Bridge is Falling Down” has long been a subject
for debate. Many believe that it refers to the state of disrepair into which
London Bridge fell after the Great Fire of London in 1666.

But some experts argue quite convincingly that it refers to an alleged Viking
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invasion in 1014, during which London Bridge was pulled down.

Though the attack has never been proven, a collection of Old Norse poems
written in 1230 contains a verse that sounds much like the nursery rhyme,
translating as “London Bridge is broken down. Gold is won, and bright
renown.” So maybe...

The nursery rhyme “London Bridge is Falling Down” has intrigued many
due to its possible historical references. There are several theories about its
origin:
The Great Fire of London (1666): Some believe the rhyme refers to the
bridge’s poor condition following the devastating fire. The bridge, made
of wood, would have been vulnerable to damage and disrepair during
this period, and the rhyme may reflect efforts to repair or rebuild it.

The Viking Invasion of 1014: Another popular theory connects the
rhyme to a legendary Viking attack led by Olaf II of Norway, who
supposedly pulled down London Bridge to reclaim the city. Although
this attack hasn't been definitively proven, an Old Norse poem dating
back to 1230 contains a verse similar to the rhyme: “London Bridge is
broken down. Gold is won, and bright renown.” This suggests that the
rhyme may have roots in a Norse story or collective memory of the
bridge’s destruction during the Viking Age.

Reconstruction and Repetition: Some also interpret the rhyme as a
reflection on the many times London Bridge has been rebuilt. It’s been
made of timber, stone, and later, iron, requiring constant maintenance
and repair over centuries. The repetition of the phrase “Build it up with
silver and gold” could symbolize attempts to rebuild the bridge using
stronger or more valuable materials.

Biblical Equivalent

In a biblical sense, the themes of destruction, rebuilding, and resilience can
be compared to several passages that speak of both literal and metaphorical
building and destruction:

Psalm 127:1 “Unless the Lord builds the house, the builders labour in
vain”

This verse highlights the idea that all human efforts to build and
maintain structures or endeavours are ultimately in God’s hands. It

60



English Nursery Rhymes

suggests that without divine support, even grand projects may fall, much
like London Bridge’s repeated need for repait.

Nehemiah 2:17-18 Nehemiah rallies the people to rebuild the walls of
Jerusalem, which had fallen into disrepair: “Then I said to them, “You
see the trouble we are in: Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been
burned with fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, and we will
no longer be in disgrace.”

This passage parallels the idea of resilience and the efforts to rebuild a
structure that has fallen. Just as London Bridge needed rebuilding, the
walls of Jerusalem were restored to preserve and protect the city.

Matthew 7:24-27 Jesus speaks of the wise man who builds his house on
the rock, and the foolish man who builds his house on the sand: “The
rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against
that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock”

This passage emphasizes the importance of a solid foundation to
withstand destruction. It reflects the attempts to rebuild London Bridge
with stronger materials, suggesting that only a strong foundation
(physical or spiritual) can endure over time.

The story of “London Bridge is Falling Down” resonates with these biblical
themes, highlighting both the inevitability of decay and the determination
to rebuild in the face of adversity.

L

Jack and Jill

The nursery rhyme “Jack and Jill” has many interpretations, and one of
the more intriguing is the story of a young couple in Somerset who would
supposedly meet secretly on a hill. According to this tale, their rendezvous
ended tragically when the girl, “Gill,” died in childbirth, leading some to
believe the surname “Gilson” is derived from “Gill’s son.” This interpretation
adds a layer of sorrow to the rhyme, implying that the familiar lines may
mask a tragic love story.

Until very recently it was believed that Jack and Jill, the two windmills
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at Clayton in West Sussex, most probably got their names from trippers
travelling by train from London to Brighton in the late 1920s, as the earliest
written (and dateable) reference to the mills having these names was 1925.

This has now been superceded by “Gill” handwritten on the reverse of a
postcard taken from a 1914 photo. That date has been independently
confirmed by reference to a series of letters written in 1915, one of which
refers to “Gill” and to the postcard.

Jack and Jill went up the hill

to fetch a pail of water

Jack fell down and broke his crown
and Jill came tumbling after.

The original nursery rhyme has fifteen verses, here are the next three :

Up Jack got and home did trot as far as he could
caper and went to bed to mend his head
with vinegar and brown paper.

Then Jill came in and she did grin to see Jack’s
paper plaster. Her mother whipped her across
her knee for laughing at JacK’s disaster.

Now Jack did laugh and Jill did cry but her tears
did soon abate then Jill did say that
they should play at see-saw across the gate.

Apparently, Scandinavian mythology has it that one evening two children,
Hjuki and Bil, were walking home with a pail of water when Mani, the
Moon Man, came down and carried them off to the Moon. In Sweden the
Moon spots are said to resemble the two children with a pail slung on a
pole between them.

Hjuki derives from the verb “Jakka’, to increase or assemble, whilst Bil derives
from “Bila’, to break up or dissolve, thus linking them to the Moon’s cycles.

Shakespeare tells us that the Moon is “Governess of all the floods” hence
the pail of water.

It is fairly easy to derive Jack from (H)juki and Jill gives a natural alliteration
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whilst providing a feminine interest.

A vinegar and brown paper plaster is a genuine old folk remedy for cuts
and scrapes.

Dewponds apart, there is no easy explanation for water being placed at the
top of a hill. Castles, strategically placed on hill tops, had deep wells, but
that seems unlikely. One possible answer could be that water located “up
the hill”, such as springs, would be free from the water-borne diseases that
were common in towns and villages during the Middle Ages.

Other interpretations suggest that “Jack and Jill” references political events
or historical figures, such as King Charles I's failed attempt to raise taxes
on alcohol. However, the rhyme’s origins remain largely speculative, and
it could simply reflect a playful story of two characters going up a hill and
facing misfortune.

Biblical Equivalent

In the Bible, stories of tragedy, love, and consequences from secretive
relationships or unintended actions are not uncommon. Here are a
few biblical parallels that resonate with the themes in the Somerset
interpretation of “Jack and Jill”:

2 Samuel 11 David and Bathsheba. King David’s secret relationship
with Bathsheba leads to a series of tragic events, including Bathsheba’s
pregnancy and the eventual death of their child. This story of hidden
love and unintended consequences mirrors the tragic love story implied
in the Somerset interpretation.

Genesis 35:16-19 Jacob and Rachel's Love and Loss. Rachel dies
in childbirth as she gives birth to her second son, Benjamin. This
sorrowful story of love and loss resembles the rumoured tale of “Gill”
dying in childbirth, highlighting the bittersweet reality of love coupled
with tragedy.

Hosea 1-3 Hosea and Gomer. Hosea’s marriage to Gomer, which
symbolizes Israel's unfaithfulness, also captures themes of love and
heartbreak. The relationship between Hosea and Gomer is marked by
trials, secrecy, and sorrow, much like the alleged story behind “Jack
and Jill”

These biblical stories reflect complex themes of love, secrecy, and tragic
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consequences, resonating with the romantic yet sorrowful interpretation of
“Jack and Jill” Whether or not the rhyme’s origins are truly rooted in such
a story, its underlying themes find rich parallels in these biblical accounts
of love and loss.

L

Humpty Dumpty

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall

All the king’s horses and all the king’s men
Couldn’t put Humpty together again

Humpty Dumpty sat on the ground

Humpty Dumpty looked all around

Gone were the chimneys, gone were the roofs
All he could see were ankles and hooves

Poor old Humpty
Poor old Humpty
Poor old Humpty
Dumpty

Poor old Humpty
Poor old Humpty
Poor old Humpty
Poor old Humpty Dumpty

Humpty Dumpty counted to ten

Humpty Dumpty built up again

All the king’s horses and all the king’s men
Are happy that Humpty is together again

Although many of us imagine Humpty Dumpty as a smiley, egg-like
character, some have argued that it represented a massive cannon that was
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hauled to the top of a wall and used by Royalists against Parliamentarians
during the English Civil War.

The story goes that a shot from a Parliamentary cannon succeeded in
damaging the wall beneath “Humpty Dumpty”, causing it to tumble to the
ground. And despite the Royalists (“all the King’s men”) attempting to raise
Humpty Dumpty back up again, it was so heavy that they “couldn’t put
Humpty together again”

Biblical Equivalent

A possible biblical equivalent to the story of Humpty Dumpty — about
brokenness, restoration, and hope - could be the narrative of the Fall and
Redemption of Humanity. Here’s how the parallel could work:

“Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall”

This reflects humanity’s original state in the Garden of Eden, poised
in innocence and harmony with God. Adam and Eve were “sitting on
the wall,” metaphorically enjoying their privileged position in God’s
creation.

“Humpty Dumpty had a great fall”

This represents the Fall of Man (Genesis 3), when Adam and Eve
sinned and broke the perfect relationship with God. The fall brought
brokenness and separation from God into the world.

“All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty
together again”

Humanity’s efforts to fix the consequences of sin — through works, laws,
or rituals — could never fully restore the broken relationship. Only God
could bring healing and restoration.

“Humpty Dumpty sat on the ground / Humpty Dumpty looked all
around”

This mirrors the despair and recognition of brokenness in human
existence. Inabiblical sense, it’s the point where humanity acknowledges
its need for divine intervention (Romans 7:24: “What a wretched man
I am! Who will rescue me...?”).

“Humpty Dumpty counted to ten / Humpty Dumpty built up again”
This reflects the hope of redemption through Christ. In the Bible, God
rebuilds what is broken (Isaiah 61:3, “He will give a crown of beauty
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for ashes”). Through Christ’s sacrifice and resurrection, humanity has
a way to be restored.

“All the king’s horses and all the king’s men are happy that Humpty
is together again”

This echoes the joy in heaven when restoration occurs. Luke 15:7
speaks of rejoicing over one sinner who repents. Ultimately, Revelation
21:4 captures the final restoration, where God makes all things new.

The poem’s hopeful ending resonates with the Christian message: what is
broken can be made whole again through God’s grace and power.

L ]

Rock-a-Bye-Baby

Rock-Bye-Baby, on the tree top,

When the wind blows, the cradle will rock,
When the bow breaks, the cradle will fall,
and down will come baby, cradle and all.

Even at face value, this rhyme about a plummeting baby hardly comes
across as upbeat. But some say it is really about King James II of England,
who, in a bid to produce a Catholic heir and resist the “wind” blowing from
Protestantism, supposedly smuggled another man’s child into the birthing
chamber. If he did, the plan didn’t work: like the cradle, the House of Stuart
would soon fall.

The nursery rhyme “Rock-a-Bye Baby” has themes of vulnerability,
dependency, and the precariousness of safety. A possible biblical equivalent
could be the idea of trusting God for protection and care in times of
vulnerability. Here’s how it might parallel: While the nursery rhyme “Rock-
a-Bye Baby” isn't directly based on a specific biblical passage, its themes of
vulnerability and reliance on God’s providence have some resonance with
certain scriptural ideas. Here’s how you might draw a biblical equivalent or
parallel:

The Imagery of Trusting God Despite Fragility Psalm 127:3-4 (NIV):

“Children are a heritage from the Lord, offspring a reward from him.

66



English Nursery Rhymes

Like arrows in the hands of a warrior are children born in one’s youth?”

This passage highlights the value and blessing of children,
acknowledging their preciousness and the need for careful nurture.

God’s Sovereignty Over Creation Psalm 91:1-2 (NIV):

“Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow
of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress,

b33}

my God, in whom I trust

Just as a child in the cradle is vulnerable, we are reminded of our own
vulnerability and God’s role as a protector.

Warnings About Stability and Foundations Matthew 7:24-27 (NIV):

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them
into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. But
everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into
practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand”

The imagery of the cradle falling when the bow breaks can be seen as a
parallel to building one’s life on an unstable foundation versus on God’s
Word.

Dependence and Comfort Like a Child Matthew 18:3-4 (NIV):

“And he said: “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like
little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore,
whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven.”

This speaks to childlike trust and dependence, which can relate to the
imagery of a baby in a cradle needing care.
God’s Comfort Like a Parent Isaiah 66:13 (NIV):

“As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you; and you will be
comforted over Jerusalem.

The image of a rocking cradle might symbolize the comfort and care
that God provides.

This could represent the fragility of human life and how we are often placed
in situations where we must rely entirely on God’s care.

67



The Gospel according to Mullah Nasr al-Din and English Nursery Rhymes

L ]

Here we go Round the Mulberry Bush

Here we go round the mulberry bush
The mulberry bush

The mulberry bush

Here we go round the mulberry bush
On a cold and frosty morning

This is the way we wash our face
Wash our face

Wash our face

This is the way we wash our face
On a cold and frosty morning

It sounds so sweet, doesn’t it? Apparently, though, “Here we go round the
Mulberry Bush” is actually about Wakefield Prison in West Yorkshire. It
commemorates the walks around the prison yard that the female prisoners
and their children would take every day.

Some insist that the titular mulberry bush is the same one that continued to
grow in the prison grounds until 2017, when it died of a beetle infestation
and canker, a year after it made the shortlist for the Tree of the Year prize.
Whether or not that’s true, the prison, which dates back to 1594, has chosen
a Mulberry Bush as its emblem. Which seems appropriate.

“Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush” may indeed seem cheerful, but the
rhyme is thought to have roots in a more sombre setting: Wakefield Prison
in West Yorkshire. It’s believed to have originated with female prisoners who,
along with their children, walked around a mulberry bush in the prison
yard as part of their daily routine. This connection to prison life adds a layer
of historical poignancy, especially with the mulberry bush symbolizing
resilience amid confinement. Interestingly, a mulberry bush stood on the
prison grounds until 2017, and the prison has even adopted the mulberry
bush as its emblem, a fitting choice given the nursery rhyme’s legacy.

Biblical Equivalent
The themes of resilience, confinement, and repetitive routines as
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expressions of hope or survival find some resonance in the Bible. Here are
a few biblical passages that parallel the perseverance and hope symbolized
by the mulberry bush:

Psalm 23:4 “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of
death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff,
they comfort me”

This verse reflects resilience and comfort amid hardship, similar to how
the women and children might have found solace in their daily walk
around the mulberry bush, a symbol of continuity within the prison.

Philippians 4:11-13 Paul, who often wrote from prison, says, “I have
learned to be content whatever the circumstances... I can do all this
through him who gives me strength”

Paul’s words on contentment and strength in adversity mirror the spirit
of endurance and hope within a confining environment, much like the
daily walks around the mulberry bush.

Jeremiah 29:11 “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord,
plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope”

This verse speaks to the concept of hope for a better future despite
current confinement, much like the symbolic resilience of the mulberry
bush and its association with prisoners.

These biblical themes of hope, endurance, and finding peace in challenging
circumstances align with the historical setting of “Here We Go Round the
Mulberry Bush.” The nursery rhyme may thus reflect a quiet perseverance
amid difficult conditions, much as these biblical passages convey strength
and hope in times of hardship.

L

Mary had a Little Lamb

“Mary Had a Little Lamb” is a classic nursery rhyme that tells the simple
and endearing story of a young girl named Mary whose lamb follows her
to school, which is against the rules. The gentle themes of companionship,
innocence, and loyalty in the rhyme resonate with many children and
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adults alike. Here’s the well-known verse:

Mary had a little lamb,

Its fleece was white as snow;
And everywhere that Mary went
The lamb was sure to go.

A biblical story that mirrors the gentle, caring bond between Mary and her
lamb can be found in the parable of the Lost Sheep (Matthew 18:12-14,
Luke 15:3-7). In this parable, Jesus tells of a shepherd who, upon realizing
one of his 100 sheep has gone missing, leaves the 99 in order to seek out the
one that is lost. When he finds it, he rejoices, illustrating the value of each
individual in God’s eyes and His dedication to care for those who stray.

Another comparison can be drawn to Psalm 23:1-4, which speaks of God
as a shepherd caring tenderly for His sheep:

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me lie down in
green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul”

The themes of companionship, care, and protection in these passages
resonate with the imagery of Mary and her loyal lamb. Just as the lamb
follows Mary faithfully, the biblical concept of God as a shepherd shows
His unwavering guidance and love for His followers.

L <]

Incy Wincy Spider

Incy wincy spider climbed up the waterspout
Down came the rain and washed poor incy out
Out came the sunshine and dried up all the rain
So incy wincy spider climbed up the spout again

Incy wincy spider climbed up the waterspout
Down came the rain and washed poor incy out
Out came the sunshine and dried up all the rain
So incy wincy spider climbed up the spout again
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Incy wincy spider climbed up the waterspout
Down came the rain and washed poor incy out
Out came the sunshine and dried up all the rain
So incy wincy spider climbed up the spout again

A biblical equivalent to the “Incy Wincy Spider” story, which depicts
resilience and determination, could be the story of Noah and the Ark
(Genesis 6-9). In this story, despite the overwhelming floods and challenges,
Noah remained steadfast in faith, obeyed God’s instructions, and continued
to persevere, eventually emerging to a new beginning.

Another parallel might be the story of David and Goliath (I Samuel 17),
where David, though small and seemingly insignificant like the spider,
perseveres against great odds, showing resilience and trust in God’s
strength to overcome his challenges.

Both stories highlight themes of perseverance, faith, and emerging stronger
after hardship, much like the little spider climbing back up after the rain.

The Grand Old Duke of York

Oh, the grand old Duke of York

He had ten thousand men

He marched them up to the top of the hill
And he marched them down again

And when they were up, they were up

And when they were down, they were down
And when they were only half-way up

They were neither up nor down

Oh, the grand old Duke of York

He had ten thousand men

He marched them up to the top of the hill
And he marched them down again
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The story of the Grand Old Duke of York with its themes of marching up
and down without reaching a definitive outcome or purpose could relate to
the Israelites wandering in the wilderness for 40 years (Numbers 14:26-35).
Just as the Duke’s men march up and down the hill with seemingly little
purpose, the Israelites wandered in the desert, often moving without clear

And when they were up, they were up

And when they were down, they were down
And when they were only half-way up

They were neither up nor down

Oh, the grand old Duke of York

He had ten thousand men

He marched them up to the top of the hill
And he marched them down again

And when they were up, they were up

And when they were down, they were down
And when they were only half-way up

They were neither up nor down

direction or progress due to their lack of faith and disobedience.

Another comparison could be King Saul’s pursuit of David (I Samuel 18-
31), where Saul repeatedly pursues David, driven by jealousy and fear, yet
his efforts ultimately lead nowhere fruitful. Like the Duke’s men, Saul’s
relentless actions lack a clear outcome, revealing the futility of actions not

aligned with God’s purpose.

L

Row Row Row your Boat
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Life is but a dream.
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Certainly, there are biblical themes that align with the ideas in “Row, Row,
Row Your Boat” Here’s how each line can resonate with scripture:

“Row, row, row your boat” (Steady, personal effort): This echoes the
biblical call for diligent, faithful work. Colossians 3:23 says, “Whatever
you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for
human masters.” It’s a reminder to pursue our tasks wholeheartedly,
seeing our work as a part of God’s purpose.

“Gently down the stream” (Acceptance and flow): Proverbs 3:

A biblical equivalent to “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” with its themes of
moving along a journey with a focus on faith and a gentle approach,
could be the story of Jesus calming the storm (Mark 4:35-41, Matthew
8:23-27, Luke 8:22-25). In this account, Jesus and His disciples are in
a boat crossing a lake when a storm arises. Despite the chaos, Jesus is
calm, ultimately calming the storm with His command, teaching the
disciples about trust and faith amid life’s challenges.

This story reflects both the journey motif and a sense of calm amid
adversity, much like the gentle, rhythmic encouragement in “Row, Row,
Row Your Boat” to go along life’s stream.

Old Macdonald had a farm

Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O

And on that farm he had a pig, E-I-E-I-O

With an oink-oink here and an oink-oink there

Here an oink, there an oink, everywhere an oink-oink

Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O

And on that farm he had a duck, E-I-E-I-O

With a quack-quack here and a quack-quack there
Here a quack, there a quack, everywhere a quack-quack
Oink-oink here and an oink-oink there

Here an oink, there an oink, everywhere an oink-oink
Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O
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Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O

And on that farm he had a cow, E-I-E-I-O

With a moo-moo here and a moo-moo there

Here a moo, there a moo, everywhere a moo-moo
Quack-quack here and a quack-quack there

Here a quack, there a quack, everywhere a quack-quack
Oink-oink here and an oink-oink there

Here an oink, there an oink, everywhere an oink-oink
Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O

Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O

And on that farm he had a mouse, E-I-E-I-O

With a squeak-squeak here and a squeak-squeak there
Here a squeak, there a squeak, everywhere a squeak-squeak
Moo-moo here and a moo-moo there

Here a moo, there a moo, everywhere a moo-moo
Quack-quack here and a quack-quack there

Here a quack, there a quack, everywhere a quack-quack
Oink-oink here and an oink-oink there

Here an oink, there an oink, everywhere an oink-oink
Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O

The biblical equivalent to “Old MacDonald Had a Farm” could be found in
the story of Adam in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:15-20). Adam is given
the responsibility to care for and tend to the garden, and he names each of
the animals God brings to him. This role of stewardship and relationship
with the land and animals parallels Old MacDonald’s familiar care for his
farm and animals.

Another similar story is Noah and the Ark (Genesis 6-9), where Noah takes
on the responsibility of gathering and caring for pairs of every animal. This
sense of responsibility and connection to animals in both stories reflects
the theme of nurturing and caring for creation, much like Old MacDonald’s
joyful farm.
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Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary

Mary, Mary, quite contrary

How does your garden grow?
With silver bells and cockleshells
And pretty maids all in a row
And pretty maids all in a row

Mary, Mary, quite contrary

How does your garden grow?
With silver bells and cockleshells
And pretty maids all in a row
And pretty maids all in a row

Might be about Bloody Mary, daughter of Henry VIII, and her murder of
Protestants. Some say that the “garden” is a reference to the graveyards that
were filling with martyred Protestants under her reign, while the “silver
bells” represent thumbscrews and “cockleshells” are instruments of torture
attached to male genitals. And those pretty maids? They could be the
people lining up to be executed. Food for thought, and definitely one of the
darkest nursery rhymes.

That's a widely held interpretation of Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary — a
sinister historical backdrop disguised as a nursery rhyme. The theory ties
the rhyme to Mary I of England (Bloody Mary), who was infamous for her
persecution of Protestants during her reign. Here’s how the elements of the
rhyme align with this interpretation:

Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary:

Refers to Mary I, who was “contrary” to the Protestant Reformation
initiated by her father, Henry VIII, and her half-brother, Edward VI.
She worked to restore Catholicism in England, which put her at odds
with the Protestant majority.
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How Does Your Garden Grow?

The “garden” is thought to symbolize the graveyards that grew
increasingly full as Protestants were executed for heresy during her
reign. Her “garden” flourished, but with the blood of martyrs rather
than plants.

With Silver Bells and Cockleshells:

Silver Bells: These are often interpreted as thumbscrews, devices used
to inflict pain by crushing the thumbs or fingers.

Cockleshells: Could reference instruments of torture applied to male
genitals, designed to cause excruciating pain.

And Pretty Maids All in a Row:

This may allude to the long lines of Protestants awaiting execution.
Some also believe it refers to the guillotine-like devices or rows of people
led to the stake for burning.

While there isn't definitive proof that the rhyme originated as a critique
of Mary I or her reign, it’s not unusual for nursery rhymes to carry covert
political or historical commentary. Their sing-song simplicity made them
a subtle and relatively safe medium for dissent or storytelling in times of
censorship.

The dark undertones in this interpretation highlight the violent and
tumultuous history of Tudor England. It’s fascinating how something
seemingly innocent like a nursery rhyme can encode such violence.

Biblical equivalent.

The Biblical equivalent of this historical interpretation of Mary, Mary, Quite
Contrary might involve themes of persecution, martyrdom, and opposition
to faith found throughout Scripture. Several stories and passages parallel
the rhyme’s motifs of suffering and opposition. Here’s how: Jezebel (1 Kings
16-21, 2 Kings 9)

Jezebel, like Mary I, stood in opposition to the faith of God’s people,
promoting Baal worship in Israel. Her actions were contrary to the worship
of Yahweh, leading to the persecution of prophets and those faithful to
God. This opposition to true worship mirrors Mary I’s efforts to reverse
Protestant reforms.
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Why contextualization is vital for the Church

Contextualization is the process of communicating the unchanging message
of the gospel in a way that is understandable, relevant, and accessible within
a particular cultural, social, and historical context. It is a critical practice
for the Church because it ensures that the good news of Jesus Christ is
faithfully shared and effectively embraced across diverse cultural settings.
Here are several key reasons why contextualization is vital:

1. Faithfulness to the Gospel’s Mission

The Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20) commands believers to “make
disciples of all nations” This requires understanding the diverse cultures
and languages of the people we are sent to. Contextualization enables the
Church to present the gospel in ways that resonate deeply with specific
cultural groups without compromising its core truths.

Example: The Apostle Paul’s ministry, as described in 1 Corinthians
9:19-23, shows how he adapted his approach to connect with Jews,
Gentiles, and others, always aiming to win them to Christ.

2. Addressing Cultural Barriers

Every culture has unique values, symbols, and traditions that shape how
people perceive truth. If the Church fails to contextualize, the message may
seem foreign or irrelevant, creating unnecessary obstacles for people to
embrace the gospel.

Non-contextual example: Preaching in a Western style with foreign
idioms to an audience in Central Asia may alienate listeners who value
relational and communal expressions of faith.

Contextual example: Using culturally familiar proverbs or storytelling
methods to illustrate biblical truths in regions where oral tradition is
dominant.

3. Demonstrating the Incarnation

Jesus Himself modelled contextualization by becoming fully human
and entering into a specific cultural context (John 1:14). His ministry
demonstrated how the divine can engage intimately with human cultures.
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Similarly, the Church must embody the gospel in ways that people can
relate to in their local contexts.

4. Promoting Indigenous Church Growth

A contextualized Church fosters local ownership of the faith. When the
gospel takes root in a way that respects local languages, customs, and
practices (while addressing sinful elements), it empowers believers to grow
as an authentic, indigenous expression of Christianity.

Example: Translations of Scripture into native languages allow
individuals to encounter God’s Word personally and deeply.

Counterexample: Imposing foreign church structures or worship styles
can hinder the growth of a truly local and sustainable Church.

5. Engaging Societal Issues with Biblical Wisdom

Contextualization enables the Church to address cultural, ethical, and
societal challenges in light of Scripture. It helps Christians engage with
topics like work, marriage, ethics, or religious pluralism in ways that are
both biblically sound and culturally appropriate.

Example: A Central Asian church contextualizing biblical teachings on
business ethics within the framework of Islamic-majority societies.

6. Avoiding Syncretism

Proper contextualization helps distinguish between adopting cultural
forms that honour the gospel and those that compromise it. It strikes a
balance, ensuring the message remains faithful to Scripture while speaking
meaningfully to the audience.

Positive contextualization: Incorporating local music styles in worship
that reflect biblical themes.

Syncretism risk: Allowing unbiblical practices, like ancestor worship, to
merge with Christian doctrine.

7. Reflecting the Universal Nature of the Church

The Church is called to reflect the unity and diversity of the body of Christ
(Revelation 7:9). Contextualization honours this vision by celebrating
how God’s unchanging message takes shape within different cultures,

enriching the global Church.
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Conclusion

Contextualization is not about changing the gospel to fit culture; it is about
translating its eternal truths into forms that speak powerfully to people in
their unique settings. This practice is essential for mission, discipleship,
and the flourishing of the Church as a faithful witness in every corner of
the world. By engaging in contextualization, the Church follows in the
footsteps of Christ, demonstrating the love and relevance of God’s kingdom
in every culture and generation.
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The gospel according to

Mullah Nasr al-Din

and English Nursery Rhymes

“Blessed are those who find wisdom, those who gain
understanding..”

Proverbs 3:13 beautifully highlights the value of wisdom
and understanding. The tales of Mullah Nasr al-Din and
English nursery rhymes can serve as powerful bridges
between cultures and the biblical message.

Mullah Nasr al-Din

These tales, known across Central Asia and the Islamic world,
are often rich with humor, wit, and moral lessons. They mirror
the parables of Scripture in their ability to provoke thought and
reflection on life’s deeper truths. Drawing connections between
the wisdom in his stories and biblical teachings can create a
relatable framework for understanding spiritual truths.

English Nursery Rhymes

Simple and memorable, nursery rhymes often touch on moral
lessons or cultural values in an accessible way. Using these
familiar rhythms and patterns, parallels can be drawn with
biblical principles, offering a playful yet profound entry point
into discussions about wisdom, justice, and love.
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