Tales of piety and devotion from around the world
Compiled & Edited by
Praveen Dabré
SMASHWORDS EDITION
* * * * *
PUBLISHED BY:
Praveen Dabré on Smashwords
Religious Folktales
Copyright © 2010 by Praveen Dabré
All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
This is a compilation of traditional folklore from across the world. By definition these are in the public domain and free of copyright. However, the author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of those tales that are so copyrighted and have inadvertently been included in this collection.
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
Other Books in the Series
As a special offer to you, my reader, I would like to gift you a copy of any three of the above titles. Mail me at praveendabre@gmail.com indicating three titles of your choice and the format you’d like them in, and I will promptly send across gift coupons that will enable you to access your free copies from Smashwords.
* * * * *
Tales of piety and devotion from around the world
* * * * *
A WOODCUTTER went out one morning to cut some firewood and discovered that his favourite axe was missing. He couldn’t find it anywhere. Then he noticed his neighbour’s son standing near the woodshed.
The woodcutter thought, “Aha! That boy must have stolen my axe. I see how he lurks about the shed, shifting uneasily from foot to foot, greedy hands stuffed in his pockets, a guilty look on his face. I can’t prove it, but he must have stolen my axe.”
A few days later the woodcutter was surprised and happy to come upon the axe under a pile of firewood. “I remember now,” he said, “Just where I’d left it!”
The next time he saw his neighbour’s son, the woodcutter looked intently at the boy, scrutinizing him from head to toe. How odd, he thought, somehow this boy has lost his guilty look…
– China
THERE WAS once a man who was being chased by a ferocious tiger across a field. At the edge of the field there was a cliff. In order to escape the jaws of the tiger, the man caught hold of a vine and swung himself over the edge of the cliff.
Dangling down, he saw, to his dismay, there were more tigers on the ground below him! And, furthermore, two little mice were gnawing on the vine to which he clung. He knew that at any moment he would fall to certain death.
That’s when he noticed a wild strawberry growing on the cliff wall. Clutching the vine with one hand, he plucked the strawberry with the other and put it in his mouth.
He never before realized how sweet a strawberry could taste.
– Japan
AS THE Virgin Mary was fleeing with the Holy Child, she sought a safe place to lie down and sleep one night. Coming to a sheepfold, she hid among the ewes that were penned in there.
The ewes let her take shelter in their midst without betraying her presence, making no restless movements nor uttering a sound. “May God protect you as you have protected me,” said Our Lady when she resumed her journey the next morning.
The following night she crept among a herd of goats, who at once began to bleat. “May God forevermore expose your shame as you exposed me this night,” said the Virgin.
Straightaway the goats’ tails, which till then had hung down like those of other animals, lifted and curled upwards. And since that day all goats walk with their shameful parts uncovered for all to see.
– Palestine
WHEN THE Virgin Mary, peace be on her, was on the flight to Egypt with her son in her arms, she passed by some ploughmen making furrows in their field. She said to them, “Though today you are only sowing, before the sun rises tomorrow morning your field will be ready to harvest. But remember, if anyone comes this way and asks about me, say, ‘She was here just as we were getting ready to plant these chick-peas.’”
Indeed, when the Beni Israel, who were after the Virgin, came to the place on the very next day, these same ploughmen were busy harvesting chickpeas. The Beni Israel asked, “Has a woman carrying a child passed your way recently?” The plowmen replied, “By God, such a one did go by, but that was when we were digging the furrows to sow this crop.”
“Oho,” said her pursuers, “that must have been some time ago. How will we catch up with her now?”
– Palestine
A KING once ordered that whoever told a lie should pay a fine of five dinars. The crier went through the city announcing the command, and people began to avoid each other, fearing that they might speak an untruth. Meanwhile the king and his wazir disguised themselves and wandered about the marketplace to see the effects of the decree.
They paused in front of the store of a rich merchant. The merchant invited them in and served them coffee, and they passed the time pleasantly in conversation. “How old are you?” they asked. “Twenty,” said the merchant. “What are you worth?” “Seventy thousand.” “How many children do you have?” “One, by the grace of God.”
When the king and the wazir returned to the palace, they checked the records and sent for the merchant. "We have found that you have told three lies. That will cost you five dinars.”
“First prove your case against me,” said the merchant. “You are an old man—sixty-five years old, according to the books—and yet you claim you are only twenty!” “The years I enjoyed and in which I found happiness are but twenty—of the rest I know nothing.”
“Then what about your vast wealth, so large that it cannot be counted or calculated, while you admit to seventy thousand only.” “With those seventy thousand I built a mosque. That is my fortune—the money I dedicated to God and man.”
“Well, do you deny that you have six sons?” they asked, and named them one by one. “No, but five are godless drunkards and adulterers. Only one, may God look kindly on him, is upright and good.”
“You have spoken well, O truthful one,” the king admitted. “No time is worth remembering but that which was passed in bliss; no wealth worth counting but that spent for the cause of God and man; and no son worth mentioning unless he is pious and good.”
– Syria
ONCE THERE was a man and his wife, Khaim and Shifre, who had two children. One Saturday morning while Khaim was off in the synagogue, the children were taken suddenly ill and died.
When Khaim came home, he sat down to eat and said to Shifre, “Where can the children be?”
“They’re playing with other children in the neighbour’s courtyard,” Shifre replied.
After Khaim finished his cholent, his Sabbath bean and barley stew, he went back to the synagogue and stayed for the late-evening prayers. When he returned, he sat down to eat but the food somehow did not agree with him. So he asked Shifre again, “Have the children been home since this morning?”
“Yes, they were only just here. They ate and then went back out to play.”
While Khaim ate, Shifre asked his opinion about a matter of religious law. “If someone leaves something in the care of someone else and then later comes to reclaim it, is the person to whom the thing has been entrusted required to give it back?”
Khaim said, “What a question! Of course he must give it back. At once, without another word.”
“In that case,” Shifre said, “come with me into the other room. I want to show you something.”
When Khaim followed her and saw that the children were dead, he began to tear his hair.
“Hush,” Shifre said. “You said yourself, if one entrusts something to another person and then comes and asks for it again, it must be given back. God entrusted the children to us and now He has taken them back again.”
– Poland
WHEN LOT sinned, he asked his uncle Abraham, “What must I do so that my transgressions may be forgiven me?” Abraham gave him a staff and said, “Plant this in the ground and water it with water from the River Jordan. But as you fetch water, should you meet anyone who asks you to quench his thirst, give him freely of what you carry and throwaway what is left. Then return to the river for fresh water to give your plant. When it blossoms and bears leaves, you will know that God has forgiven you.”
Now, this was no ordinary stick. One of the angels who visited Abraham and ate in his tent had carried it. Then Sarah found it and tossed it on the fire, but as it began to burn it had filled the air with such perfume that she had plucked it out of the flames and hidden it away. Now Abraham gave it to Lot.
Lot did as he was told and planted it, then took a waterskin down to the River Jordan. But the devil, knowing that Lot sought forgiveness for his sins, devised a way to hinder him. Disguising himself as a traveller, he waited by the side of the road and begged for a drink. Lot was filled with pity and poured him as much water as he needed.
Then he returned to the Jordan for more. Again the devil waylaid him and asked for water. Lot gave him what he had and retraced his steps again. So the devil continued until Lot was weary and his legs weak from walking.
God now took pity on him and blinded the devil to prevent him from finding Lot. At last Lot was able to water the staff, and straightway it burst into leaf and blossomed. And Lot felt easy in his heart, for he knew that God had shown him mercy.
– Palestine
A LONG time ago the king of the cats went on the pilgrimage to Mecca. When he returned, the king of the mice felt obliged to pay him the traditional visit of congratulations on his safe return as a Hajji, or pilgrim. He said to his subjects the mice, “Etiquette demands that we go to his house and welcome him back formally.”
The mice were not convinced. “The cat is our enemy; how can we go near him in safety?” The king explained, “Now that he has been to Mecca and become a Hajji, he is no longer free to do what was permitted before. Nowadays he remains at prayer from dawn till sunset, and the prayer beads never leave his hands.” The mice were not persuaded. “You call on him and see,” they said. “We shall wait here for you.”
So the king of the mice set out. He poked his head out of his hole and looked around. There sat the king of the cats, the white cap of a pilgrim on his head. He was praising God, murmuring prayers, and every now and then spitting over his shoulder, first to his left and then to his right, in case the devil was lurking behind to distract him from his devotions.
But no sooner had the king of the cats caught sight of the king of the mice peeping out of his hole than he dropped his rosary and sprang! And but for God the Preserver, he would have bitten the mouse’s tail right off.
The king of the mice jumped back into his hole and rejoined his subjects. “How is the king of the cats after his pilgrimage?” they asked. “Let’s hope he has changed for the better.”
“Never mind the pilgrimage,” said the king of the mice. “He may pray like a Hajji, but he still pounces like a cat.”
– Syria
JESUCRISTO HAD many apostles and prophets the Devil was constantly trying to tempt. Jesucristo would help them and give them advice.
One day San Pedro was standing by a big cottonwood tree. The Devil came up to him and said, “I hear that you are very powerful. I, also, am very strong. If you can strike this tree with your fist so that your hand goes through the trunk from one side to the other, I will admit that you are stronger than me.”
“Very well,” said San Pedro, “but not right now, señor. Mañana—tomorrow.”
Jesucristo came to the spot and San Pedro consulted with him. Jesucristo bored a hole through the tree trunk and then covered up all evidence of it.
The next day Jesucristo appeared at the contest and volunteered to act as judge. He tapped the trunk and showed the contestants where to strike.
First, he tapped a solid place and said to the Devil, “You try first.”
The Devil struck the tree trunk and his hand entered only a few inches. Then San Pedro struck the trunk on the spot indicated by Jesucristo. His arm went all the way through.
Another time the Devil said to San Pedro, “The one who throws a rock the farthest toward that island on the other side of the sea wins.”
San Pedro agreed. Jesucristo helped him. When they were both standing ready, the Devil reached down and picked up a stone. San Pedro reached into his pocket and pulled out something.
“Are you ready?” asked the Devil.
“Yes,” replied San Pedro. Together, they threw. The Devil’s rock fell into the sea but San Pedro’s disappeared far into the distance. Actually, it was a little gray quail.
“Again you win over me!” said the Devil.
– Mexico
THEY SAY that four men were travelling once through the open country. They were a carpenter, a tailor, a jeweller, and a student of the Koran. Night overtook them near a wood of tamarisk trees, and they decided to sleep in the wood. But since it was known that a lion lived nearby, the men decided to divide the night into four watches so that each would spend three hours watching for the lion while the others slept.
The first shift fell to the carpenter. To while away the time, he picked up a piece of wood and began to chip at it and carve. By the time it was the tailor’s turn to watch, the carpenter had made a statue of a girl.
The tailor admired the carpenter’s statue and decided that it needed some clothes. So, moulding mud from the ground, he dressed the wooden girl. Then it was time to wake the jeweller. The jeweller saw at once that the statue needed some finery, and he made earrings and necklaces for it out of small stones.
Finally the student of the Koran sat up for the last watch before dawn.
He looked at the statue of wood with its clothes of mud and jewels of stone and said to himself, “I do not have any skill of my own like my friends.” It was then the time for morning prayers. The student made his ritual ablutions, unrolled his prayer mat, and prayed. “O Lord,” he said, “I cannot carve wood, nor can I sew, nor can I make jewellery. But I beg you, Lord, to turn this wooden statue into a real girl.” And the statue sat up and began to talk. It was a living girl.
When it was light, the other men woke up and saw that the dead branch had become a girl; her clothes of mud had become robes of green velvet, and the pebbles round her neck gold pendants. And they began to quarrel over her, each shouting that she was his by right. They almost fell to blows, but decided to take their case to court for settlement.
When they explained what had happened, the sheikh of the Koranic law said, “Though you, O carpenter, carved her out of a branch, and you, O tailor, sewed her clothes of mud, and you, O jeweller, fashioned baubles of stone for her, she would never be alive if the student had not prayed to his Creator to breathe life into her. She is his, and you have no share in her.”
– Saudi Arabia
ONE DAY a man who had left the faith of his fathers came to Rabbi Jehuda Ha-Chassid and intimated his ardent wish to do penance, but Rabbi Jehuda grew angry and sent him away.
“As little,” he said, “as this staff in my hand will blossom and produce green leaves, can you hope to obtain pardon and forgiveness for your sins.” And lo! a few days after this scene the staff in the rabbi’s hand began to blossom and produced green leaves! Greatly astonished at this miracle, the pious rabbi sent for the repentant sinner and informed him of the miracle that had happened in his favour.
“Now tell me,” continued Rabbi Jehuda, “have you ever rendered any service to your brethren in faith?”
The sinner could not recall to his memory any such deed. “Once only,” he added, “I came to a town inhabited by a great number of Jews. They were all in great distress, for they were being accused of a ritual murder, of having assassinated a Christian child with the object of using its blood for ritual purposes.
As I was no longer a Jew, but nevertheless acquainted with the religious customs of the Jews, I was chosen as an expert in the matter and was called upon to express my opinion before the court of justice. I could not in honour do otherwise than tell the truth and assure the judges that the use of human blood by the Jews was absolutely impossible and diametrically opposed to all the tenets of their creed, and that the ritual murder was an absurd myth unworthy of credence. Thanks to my arguments and evidence, the persecution of the Jews was stopped.”
Thus spoke the repentant sinner, and Rabbi Jehuda no longer wondered at the miracle which had been wrought in his favour.
– Jewish
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