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NEVIT ERGIN AND I call each other brother. We have done that ever since we first met, whenever that was. Its hard to say because I feel as if I have always known him. We have shared many moments that feel as though they are outside of time: I have walked with him through the ruins of Yenikapi Mevlevihanesi, an old Mevlevi dervish community near Istanbul. We have sung hymns with Robert Bly in a fish restaurant on the Bosporus. And each of us has found a teacher.

How does one do that? It is one of the most mysterious of human processes, and perhaps unique for everyone. Reshad Feild has told his story of that in The Last Barrier, a very wonderful book. With regard to my own teacher, I met Bawa Muhaiyaddeen in a dream on May 2, 1977. I have described that meeting and the subsequent times with him on this more solid plane in several places, perhaps most succinctly in Rumi: The Book of Love. Nevit has told me a little about his meeting with his teacher, Hasan Shushud.

In 1956 Nevit had recently graduated from medical school and was conducting a residency in general surgery in Istanbul. For no reason that he consciously knows of, he was experimenting with various forms of fasting and holding the breath. The director of nursing at the hospital, an elderly gentleman, mentioned Hasan Shushud to Nevit and suggested that they go visit him.

The meeting did not happen right away. Nevit went into military service for two years and when he came back, the director had died. But a friend of Nevits, a theater critic, told Nevit that his brother, a bank manager, wanted to see him. It turns out that before the head of nursing passed on, he had told this bank manager to find Nevit and take him to Mr. Shushud. They subsequently met at Hasans house on the northern shore of the Bosporus.

Hasan asked Nevit why he was doing the breathing and fasting practices. Nevit said he did not know and that he had come to him to learn about such things. This is not about learning, but unlearning, was Hasans response. Nevertheless, Hasan gave him some pages that he had typed up. Nevit says he could not understand a word of them, but he did keep coming back to the house in Istanbul. He was shown techniques for observing the breath, but he still wanted a book to read. Hasan Shushud told him to get Rumis Divan, as a book to help with the unlearning. And so began the adventure that has no end.

Rumis great book, the Divan-i-Kebir (The Works of Shams of Tabriz), grew out of Rumis annihilating friendship with Shams of Tabriz. Rumi died into that love. He became zero, and the poetry began to stream through the absence. This is what one learns from a teacher, how to dissolve the ego. It can happen through love, the heart opening that was their friendship. That fana (the denial of the self in the realization of God) becoming baqa (living with God) is what we feel in Nevit Ergins massive twenty-two-volume translation of The Shams. Nevit translates from Golpinarlis Turkish translation of the original Persian. It is a tremendously generous act of devotion that he has given us.

Now Nevit comes with the gift of these stories, his own wholly original fables. You might say they are inquiries into the nature of human life, this astonishingly solitary consciousness that we endure, enjoy, suffer, inhabit. The stories feel honest and necessary, like pages torn from an explorers notebook. The region being spoken of is not Antarctica, nor the high deserts of Central Asia, but rather whatever or wherever the word spirit points us toward. But not the afterlifeNevit Ergin is interested in the here-and- now. His imagination takes us into the spirit dimension as it gets lived out in time, in place.

When I used to teach freshman English courses, I would try to find ways to reveal the ambiguous meanings of the stories my students were reading, the tableau scenes, the thematic images. But I would refuse, if asked, to teach these stories. They are not for school. They are for unlearning! For the mature human imagination.

There is a terrifying courage and loneliness in Nevits world, all threaded through with a sense of fun. The sheer joy and play of creation is felt here. Nevit Ergin is a unique artist, and his lineage is unique too. Naqshband, Gurdjieff, Kafka, Beckett, Turkish folklore, Nasruddin, Rumi, and Shams of Tabriz, certainly.

A tiny black cricket hops onto the page that one of Nevits first-person narrators is reading. He slams the book shut.

Now open this book, and watch what happens to you.

Coleman Barks, Ph.D., is an American poet who was born in 1937. In addition to publishing six collections of his own poetry, he is also a renowned translator of Rumi and other mystic poets of Persia, although he neither speaks nor reads Persian. (He bases his free-verse translations on other English translations.) Since 1976 he has published several volumes of Rumis poetry, including The Essential Rumi (1995), The Glance (1999), and The Book of Love (2003). From 1967 to 1997 he was a professor at the University of Georgia at Athens, where he resides today. Through his translations of Rumis work, Coleman Barks is widely credited with making Rumi, and in a larger sense Sufism, accessible to the English-speaking world.
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SUFIS ARE THE MYSTICS OF ISLAM, spiritual seekers whose longing and thirst cannot be satisfied by anything less than a direct personal experience of God. While the many different schools of Sufism have developed a multitude of different techniques designed to give the practitioner a direct experience of his or her intrinsic divine nature, common to all schools is their love of stories and storytelling as a way to express the most complex spiritual truths in simple and accessible language.

Sufi stories almost always present a common, everyday situation, but they inevitably present it with a twist that may leave you disturbed or, at least, thinking long after the storyteller has finished his or her account. Most of these stories were written long ago, though, and often reflect events or situations more reminiscent of times past than of the present day.

Enter Nevit Ergin. Nevit is a round and gentle, unassuming, and exceedingly humble fellow who has spent the better part of his eighty years on this planet under the spell of Jallaladin Rumi, the great thirteenth-century poet, mystic, and developer of the dance of the whirling dervish. Nevit became enamored with Rumis extraordinary words and language as a young man and decided to commit himself to translating all of Rumis poetry into English for a new culture and generation to enjoy and be inspired by. Most of his friends and colleagues told him he was crazy to attempt this as Rumis writings comprise forty-four thousand verses that were collated over the years into twenty-three volumes! Nevit is also very tenacious, though, and he has managed to complete his lifes work. In fact, many of the translations of Rumi that you may know and love are not technically translations but are rather edited reworkings and rewordings of Nevits original translations from Turkish into English. If the explosion of interest in Rumis writings can be traced to any one door, Nevits is the most likely candidate.

Even less well known is the fact that Nevit is a lover of the tradition of Sufi stories, and while he was busily translating Rumis poems, he also found time to compose Sufi stories of his ownand what stories these are! Nevits world is one in which the ordinary and the extraordinary collide and interact and in which it is often difficult to differentiate between the two. They are also often harrowingly poignant. Some of them read like mystical dreams, others like everyday nightmares. Nevits is a world of penny arcades and pawnshops, of fishing boats and circuses. He knows all about the everyday crises of financial worries and marital troubles. And he knows that the only way to figure out the life that we are living is to come to terms with the death that awaits us. As the Sufi says, Die before you die. What can that possibly mean?!

As simple as his stories may appear to be, they have a mischievous way of getting under your skin, far under, way deep down into areas of your psyche that you ordinarily rarely access. They may start with the simplest kinds of observations only to veer off into unknown territory that may leave you with feelings and responses that you may have a hard time recognizing. You may start a story thinking that youre taking a simple drive to the corner store only to realize that it would have been better if you had fastened your seat belt and shoulder harness and maybe even put on a crash helmet!

So dive in to these stories the way you slip in to a bath, but be prepared that there may be some things lurking at the bottom of the tub that you didnt realize were there. And above all, enjoy the simple language and voice of a master wordsmith whose only intention is to shake you up and help you come out of your slumber.

Will Johnson is the founder and director of the Institute for Embodiment Training, which combines Western somatic psychotherapy with Eastern meditation practices. He is the author of several books on Rumi, including the award-winning The Spiritual Practices of Rumi and (with Nevit O. Ergin) The Rubais of Rumi and The Forbidden Rumi. He is also the author of The Sailfish and the Sacred Mountain and Yoga of the Mahamudra.
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IN 1957 I MET A REMARKABLE MAN. His name was Hasan Shushud, and he was then in his late fifties. He told me, Son, keep fasting; breathe the way I show you. When the time comes, with a little bit of suffering, youll get there.

I asked, How about books, and teachers? He suggested I read Rumis Divan. As for teachers: You are your own. I then asked about the dos and donts, to which he listed: Be like everybody else, there is no dress code, marry and earn your living, dont be a burden to others. Then he added, This is a long, lonely journey, and the road is paved with fire. But it is the only way. Gradually, slowlylike the emerging seasonschanges took place in me over a long period of time, irrespective of a particular date or event.

I have pursued a busy, intense professional life. At home I shared the suffering of someone who lived the hell of schizophrenia.

I fasted for close to twelve years; I translated Rumis Divan, and I wrote these stories. They are based on a different perception of time and space where reality becomes possibility, creation is a potentiality, and life a hallucination. Self becomes a hair in the eye, a thorn in the bottom of the foot. Like wearing tight shoes, being fully present in the momenteach and every moment constantly hurts consciousness.

Many attempts have been made to escape from this dungeon of existence without a proper realization that the key is in the hand of the prisoner.

In these stories, humanity is described as the children of perception, not Adam and Eve. Man is a concept rather than an object. Like a shore or horizon, he fluctuates between the known and unknown. Here, immortality becomes the destiny of humankind. Since one has never been born, one never dies.

Eternity is the backyard of the one who annihilates the self. Without this process no one can see beyond the cosmic illusion this magnificent lieand one remains like a bird without wings, dormant and prone on the ground.

The issue of death is the center of all these stories. (How could it be anything else when death remains the absolute mystery?) Mans organic existence is so short and fragile that every belief system offers some sort of permanency as a consolation. These systems utilize very earthly terms; when the body lays in the grave, the soul experiences all kinds of pleasures and pains, depending on if the person was a believer or unbeliever. One who does not register with this belief accepts that life was a party with death as the end. For others, death is somebody elses affair.

In these stories there is neither an intellectual or moral persuasion, nor the discussion of faith and reason. Instead, excitement, freedom, liberation, and ecstasy are mentioned. Since mans behavior is the shadow of his Essence, all attempts to change the direction of the shadow are considered illusionary. Instead one should try to change the Essence through ones eating and breathing habits, while experiencing contrition; living the full extent of every days life is the best way to experience the suffering necessary to burn the fire.

One must also recall that the world is only a thrift store full of mere bits and piecesand not a place to search for silk carpets.
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I HAVE BEEN SITTING on this rock for so many days and nights, listening to the sound of the waves.

One of my feet is in the sea, the other on the sand. I have watched so many sunsets and sunrises. I saw stars and all kinds of moons. Airplanes have passed over me. I have seen ships filled half with sorrow, still others with hope.

How did I get here?

One day I decided to leave the city. I drove my car as far as I could. I knew when a man lives on an island, if he goes far enough hell end up at the sea. I left the car where the road came to an end. I walked and walked until I could hear and smell the sea.

Sure enough, the sea was there with all of its beauty and might. I took a long leisurely walk on its deserted beach. I met a few dogs here and there. Then, I noticed this rock. I settled there. It was the ideal spot to concentrate on God. This was what I was going to do. My decision was either to find Him or die. Anything between was not worth living for anyway.

Searching for Him in the cityamong people, books, and templesfrustrated me. The only thing left for me was to go into isolation and concentrate on Him.

My staying at the same spot caused some curiosity. A black dog came from nowhere. First, he kept a distance from me, but gradually he came closer. He was cautious and tried to get my scent. Then he became my friend. He wanted to become my dog. I said, Why do I need a dog here while trying to unload myself? I believe the dog sensed that, and gradually he backed off and disappeared.

After that, a rider stopped his horse, which, like the dog, was black. He asked me, What are you doing there? He said that all this land belonged to him.

Instead of arguing, I answered, My dear man, I am not occupying your land. Look, only one foot is on your land, the other is in the sea. I am on the shore and dont belong to the sea or the land. Besides, if you allow me to stay here, my friends will come to visit me. You can charge them a fee.

Liking my idea, he wished me luck and left.

One morning, after a nightmare the previous night, I woke up and found a body in front of me on the shore. The corpse was mine. It was my own body lying there. I was scared. Nevertheless, I went and examined it carefully. It had everything, all the marks and scars I have carried for years. Giving up to the earth this body I had carried like my own all these years made me sad. I knew the body wouldnt last long there. The birds and fish were already gathering.

I felt an obligation to discard it with some dignity. The first thing that came to my mind was throwing it into the sea. It would be easy since the sea was next to me. I carried the corpse to the edge of the cliff and threw it as far as I could. The body came back to the shore, next to me, the following morning. The sea expels everything that doesnt belong to it.

Next, I tried to carry it as far as I could. I dug a big hole, buried the corpse there, and put a big stone on top of it. I was happy. I felt good. I returned to my place. As long as this leftover was out of my sight, I could continue my life.

I found the corpse the next morning where I had been sleeping. I carried it back again and buried it even deeper. But the same thing happened the following nights. I was shocked, scared, and frustrated. Later, I realized I was the one who had removed my own body from the grave during my sleep and laid it next to me.

Then it occurred to me that I could use the wind to get rid of this unnecessary, functionless item that was no help in my life. I transported the body to the top of the rock where the wind blew the hardest and left it there for the wind to do the rest. But it was at the top of another rock the following day. While I was preoccupied with this unholy business, I almost forgot my initial, noble mission: to find God.

One evening I saw a faint light flashing from the top of the mountain just behind me. I waited till morning to explore it. There was an old building there I hadnt noticed before. It was an old lighthouse built of stone. It had a small door and a few small windows. The following night, I confirmed the flashing light was coming from it. I even felt as though someone was sending me a message.

It was really hard to climb the mountain with the weight of my body on my shoulders. I had no other choice but to find out what was up there. The water, earth, and wind had denied my effort in getting rid of my own corpse.

The building stood alone. There was no other sign of life around. I knew there were people inside. It was the first time I was happily expecting to see a human. I left the body outside the door then climbed the stone stairway and found two men in front of the upstairs fireplace. One was short, fat, and bald. The other was tall and skinny with a pipe in his mouth. Both were dressed in old-fashioned leather pants with red shirts, and their chests were bare. Neither of us was surprised to see each other. I greeted them and asked, How long have you been here?

They said they had forgotten. The last visitor before me was a guy named Ovidus. He had come to stay with them after he was kicked out of Rome. I was sure that had happened fifty some odd years before Christ was born.

It was apparent that we somehow knew each other. They helped me to carry my corpse to the stairs. I felt comfortable enough to tell my story, so I explained my problem. I am frustrated, I said. I am trying to find God, but this old body of mine keeps getting in my way and stopping me. How can I get rid of it? I continued to explain my adventure. I dumped it in the sea, but the sea didnt accept it. I buried it in the sand, but it was I this time who removed it every night in my sleep. The wind wasnt helpful either.

The small, fat one said with a toothless smile, Your trouble is over.

I was not convinced. You are a couple of weird guys left over from history. Even your own people have forgotten you! How old are you anyway? I asked.

They looked at each other, We dont know, they answered. Time has stopped for us.

The fire was burning in front of us in the fireplace. The short one repeated, Your problem is over. Looking into the fire, he said, We can help you.

I thought he was right; water, air, earth ... only fire is left. After all, fire is probably
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