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“The Prophet Khizir” comes from a collection of Iranian short stories, retold by Elizabeth Laird. Laird is a
British writer of children’s fiction and travel. Her great interest in folk stories led her to retell stories she
learned while traveling in the Middle East and Africa. As you read, take notes on what motivates the poor
man's actions throughout the story.

There was once a great Shah1 who was rich and
powerful, but he lived for only one thing.

“All my life,” he told his courtiers,2 “I have heard
tales of the wonderful Prophet Khizir, who drank
the water of life thousands of years ago, and lives
for ever. If only I could see him once before I die!”

“But, sire,”3 his courtiers answered, “no one can
summon the Prophet Khizir. He appears when he
wants to those who need him, and comes and
goes as he likes.”

“I will summon him!” cried the Shah. “Send out a
proclamation.4 If anyone can show me the
Prophet Khizir, he shall have his heart’s desire.”

Now, near the Shah’s palace lived a very poor
man. Hunger and sickness had worn him down,
and he wept to see the pale faces of his starving
children.

When he heard the Shah’s proclamation, he
screwed up all his courage and ran to the palace.

“I’ll show you the Prophet Khizir!” he burst out,
when he had been ushered into the Shah’s
presence. “Give me a thousand dinars,5 and I
promise you he will appear.”

“Are you sure?” the Shah asked, frowning.

[1]

[5]

1. the title of the former ruler of Iran
2. a companion or adviser to the king or queen
3. an old term used as a respectful form of address to someone of high social status
4. Proclamation (noun): a public of official announcement
5. a unit of money used in certain countries of the Middle East and North Africa
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“Yes, yes,” the poor man cried desperately, thinking only of the food that a thousand dinars would buy
and the smiles on the faces of his children when he set a feast before them.

“Very well,” said the Shah, “but if after forty days the Prophet Khizir has not appeared, your head shall
be struck from your shoulders.”

The poor man turned pale, but he said to himself, “What difference does it make? If I don’t have the
money, we’ll all die of hunger before tomorrow morning. At least I’ll live for forty more days, and when
I’m gone, there’ll be enough for my family to live on.”

So he bowed his head and agreed. Taking the money, he hurried to the bazaar,6 and returned home
laden with food.

For the next few weeks the poor man’s children ate until their buttons burst, and their mother sang as
she stitched them back on again. But the poor man’s heart grew heavier with each day that passed.

When the forty days were over, he drew his family round him and told them about the bargain he’d
made with the Shah.

“I’m going to die today,” he said, “but you at least can live in comfort now. Goodbye, my darlings.” They
clung to him, weeping, but he tore himself away and went to the palace.

“Well?” the Shah demanded, when the poor man knelt before him. “And have you brought the Prophet
Khizir?”

The poor man struck his head on the marble step in front of the Shah’s throne.

“No, sire,” he said. “My wife and children were starving to death and I took this chance to feed them. I’m
here for my punishment. I’m ready for you to cut off my head.”

The Shah looked round at his room full of courtiers, but he didn’t notice the old man in the green cloak
who had slipped in behind them. He summoned his first vizier.7

“Tell me,” he said. “What should we do to this man?”

“Honor your bargain,” said the first vizier. “This rascal8 deceived you. Cut off his head with a great pair
of scissors.”

The old man in the green cloak called out, “A fool speaks folly,9 and only the wise speak wisdom!”

“What’s your opinion?” the Shah asked the second vizier.

“Scissors are too good for this rascal,” he said. “Put him in an oven and bake him till he’s cooked.”

[10]

[15]

[20]

6. a market in a Middle Eastern country
7. a high official
8. Rascal (noun): a mischievous or dishonest person
9. foolishness
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“A man shows his true self only when he speaks!” the old man called out.

“And you? What do you say?” the Shah asked the third vizier.

“Why dirty an oven with the likes of him?” said the third vizier. “Cut him up with a razor into little pieces.
No one will ever dare to deceive you in this way again.”

“He shows his true self!” the old man sang out again.

The fourth vizier didn’t wait to be asked for his opinion.

“Sire,” he said. “This poor man is prepared to give his own life for the sake of his family. It’s poverty,10

not wickedness that forced him to deceive you. Let him keep the thousand dinars, and give him a
thousand more.”

Before the old man in the green cloak had a chance to call out again, the Shah beckoned him forward.

“You’ve been quick to speak,” he said, “so what do you say now?”

“I say,” the old man answered, “that your first vizier is nothing but a jumped-up11 tailor who bought his
way into your service. That’s why he thinks of scissors.

“The second was a baker, who cheated his customers. What does he know of justice?

“The third was a barber, who understands only the cut of a razor.

“But the fourth vizier served your father and grandfather before you, and he speaks wisely. This poor
man made his bargain with you to save his family, and he has kept his side of it, because he has shown
you the Prophet Khizir.”

Then, in front of everyone’s astonished eyes, the old man in the green cloak disappeared.

“The Prophet Khizir! It was the Prophet Khizir himself!” cried the Shah. “Why didn’t I catch hold of him
while he was here?”

He gave the poor man riches beyond his dreams, and sent his foolish advisors away. From then on, he
listened only to his father’s wise vizier, and ruled justly and generously.

As for the poor man, he was poor no longer, and for the rest of their lives he and his happy children
blessed the name of the Prophet Khizir.

[25]

[30]

[35]

[40]

10. Poverty (noun): the state of being extremely poor
11. having a too high opinion of one’s own importance
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which statement expresses the central theme of the story?
A. Honesty is often rewarded in unexpected ways.
B. People can have good intentions when they do something wrong.
C. Money is more important than caring for one’s family.
D. Lying is never acceptable, even if it helps further a good cause.

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “‘Send out a proclamation. If anyone can show me the Prophet Khizir, he shall

have his heart’s desire.’” (Paragraph 4)
B. “For the next few weeks the poor man’s children ate until their buttons burst,

and their mother sang as she stitched them back on again.” (Paragraph 13)
C. “The old man in the green cloak called out, ‘A fool speaks folly, and only the wise

speak wisdom!’” (Paragraph 22)
D. “‘This poor man is prepared to give his own life for the sake of his family. It’s

poverty, not wickedness that forced him to deceive you.’” (Paragraph 30)

3. How do paragraphs 5-10 contribute to the development of the story's plot?
A. It reveals why the poor man offers to find the Prophet Khizir.
B. It emphasizes how cruel and uncaring the Shah is.
C. It shows how difficult it will be to find the Prophet Khizir.
D. It hints at the possibility that the poor man will trick the Shah.

4. How does the Shah's fourth vizier differ from the first three?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In the short story, the poor man is unable to provide for his family. How does the social
status of the poor man and his family affect their quality of life? How does it also motivate
the poor man's actions throughout the story?

2. In the story, the poor man asks the Shah to pay him in advance, even though he knows he
won't be able to find Prophet Khizir. In your opinion, was the poor man wrong for deceiving
the Shah? Why or why not? Would you tell a lie if it meant helping someone you cared
about? Are there any situations when it is right to lie or steal?
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