

[image: image]



[image: logo]


Contents

Introduction



JANUARY

FEBRUARY

MARCH

APRIL

MAY

JUNE

JULY

AUGUST

SEPTEMBER

OCTOBER

NOVEMBER

DECEMBER



Afterword

References

Searchable Terms

About the Author

Books by Coleman Barks

Copyright

About the Publisher





INTRODUCTION




THE LOVE RELIGION, WILD SOULBOOKS, AND WHAT IS


The story of Rumis life is well known. Born in the early thirteenth century into a lineage of scholars and mystics in Balkh (then at the eastern edge of the Persian empire, now in northern Afghanistan), he left as a boy with his family just ahead of the advancing armies of Genghis Khan. After several years of traveling they settled in Konya (south-central Turkey), where Rumi became the leader, after his father Bahauddins death, of a dervish learning community. His life and consciousness changed radically after the meeting in 1244 with his teacher and friend, Shams Tabriz, a wandering meditator of fiery force and originality. The inner work that Shams did with Rumi and Rumi with Shams produced the poetry. It springs from their friendship.

The words that came so spontaneously carry a broad range of religious awareness: the meditative silence and no-mind of Zen, the open heart and compassion of Jesus, the stern discipline of Muhammad, the convivial humor of Taoists, the crazy wisdom and bright intelligence of the Jewish Hassidic masters. Rumi is a planetary poet, loved the world over for the grandeur of his surrender and for the freedom and grace of his poetry. He was nurtured within the Islamic tradition, the Persian language, and a long line of Sufis, but it is his connection with Shams of Tabriz that lets his work transcend definition and doctrine. The poetry feels as though it belongs to all. When he died in 1273, members of every religion came to the funeral. Wherever you stand, his words deepen your connection to the mystery of being alive.

The wide use of Rumi texts in multicultural gatherings, that vivid and characterizing feature of our landscape, has roots, I believe, in the continuous human search for true identity, for soul. Whatever the soul is, it does get fed by practices that honor its presence. Such practices might include walking for a lot of people in these sedentary times, and also the habit of reading a wild soulbook. Those volumes vary with each taste and need. Montaignes Essays for Emerson, Rousseau for Hazlitt, Turgenevs A Sportsmans Sketches for Hemingway, Chekhov for Raymond Carver. Dickens for Faulkner. Taoist poetry for Robert Bly. G. K. Chesterton for Andrew Dick. Benedetto Croce for Rabindranath Tagore. Nietzsche for Edwin Muir, Flann OBriens The Third Policeman for John Seawright. D. H. Lawrences poetry for Galway Kinnell, P. G. Wodehouse for Robert West, Goethes Letters to Eckermann for my sister Betsy (Elizabeth Cox), Henri Nouwen for my brother Herb, Meister Eckhart for James Wright, Lord Jim for Annie Dillard, Thornton Wilder for Ed Hicks, Ruskin and Crabb Robinson for Mary Oliver, Ibn Arabi for Ed Hirsch. Marks Gospel and Hardys poetry for Donald Hall. Euripides for C. S. Lewis, Hamlet and King Lear for Ellen Williams. For Elizabeth Bishop it was a rocklike, very dull second volume of a study on some industrial technique, for Marianne Moore, a Saturday morning lecture on Java. I wonder what would be a wild soulbook for Harry Crews. James Agee? For me, since 1976, I have felt the bright wind coming from Rumi. The Shams and The Masnavi.1

I devised a soulbook practice for myself that eventually became this Rumi work and play. After a day of teaching sophomore literature at a universitythis was in September 1976I would walk to the Bluebird Restaurant, have some hot tea, mull an oceanic page or two of Arberrys translations, and rephrase a section into a free-verse poem with a title. I was trying to reenter the trance of the poem and get the feel of its creative freedom. Rumi has not been my only soulbook these last thirty years. Theres also Garca Mrquez, Colin Wilson, Cormac McCarthy, Ryokan, Edwin Muir, Henry Miller, James Dickey, Gary Snyder, Whitman, and Charlie Smiths poetry. This year it is bird callings, and I refuse to explain.

Roy Ashley taught us this Emily Dickinson in high school.


Some keep the Sabbath going to Church

I keep it, staying at Home

With a Bobolink for a Chorister

And an Orchard, for a Dome.




Some keep the Sabbath in Surplice

I, just wear my Wings

And instead of tolling the bell, for Church,

Our little Sextonsings.

God preaches, a noted Clergyman




And the sermon is never long,

So instead of getting to Heaven, at last

Im going, all along.



Roys voice had the conviction of Emilys truth because he lived it, keeping not only the Sabbath but every late afternoon in a sacred solitude, walking and bird-whistling his spontaneous compositions, going along as he did. I grew up on the campus of a boys boarding school where my father was headmaster. Mr. Ashley lived in an apartment near ours and would stroll his whistling past our screen porch. Unselfconscious, virtuoso, operatic, impersonal, poignantI have never heard anything like that trilling. People used to whistle in public more than they do now. Roy Ashley seemed not to claim his music, and only rarely did anyone speak of it, never to interrupt. That strange, uncommon human birdsong was a teaching whole unto itself. Thomas Mann was his soulbook genius, I think: The Magic Mountain and Buddenbrooks.

The same year that I first heard Emilys call to churchlessness, 1952, I heard another call too. The Billy Graham Crusade came to town and I went up front for the invitation. Under the sweet counsel of a man named Chuck Bovee, I began a program of memorizing Bible verses, two hundred and twenty-seven of them, all from the King James. It was a profound love for a soulbook, the New Testament. Les Misrables and The Return of the Native were other soulbooks for me then, at fifteen. I carried whatever group of twenty-five New Testament verses I was working on in a black leather packet in my back pocket. One day when I was scuffling with my archrival, Billy D. Pettway, the verse wallet fell to the ground. He picked it up. Whats this? Rubbers? There was no explanation for the weird spirit-longing leap I had taken. Bible verses Im memorizing, said I in dismay.

Now I have made a pack of poetry lines for my teenage granddaughter Briny. Shakespeare, Blake, Dickinson, Mary Oliver, Keats, Galway Kinnell, Mark Twain. For this open-air sanctuary that a lot of us live in, without buildings, or doctrine, or clergy, without silsila (lineage), or hierarchy, in an experiment to live not so much without religion as in friendship with all three hundred of them, and all literatures too. It is a brave try for openness and fresh inspiration.2

It is what sent Whitman out walking around Brooklyn. His mother said, He goes out and he comes back in; thats all he does. It is what prompted Thoreaus rambling retreat to Walden Pond. It is Huck floating on the river at night. Melville looks out his study window in the Berkshires and writes the ocean of Moby Dick. Jake Barnes in Hemingways The Sun Also Rises slips into an old Spanish church to listen to his thoughts. Wallace Stevens speaks from inside the intensest rendezvous, where God and the imagination are one. Joseph Campbell follows his bliss, researching myth and symbol in the New York Public Library. Gary Snyder works on an ax handle in the high Sierra. Annie Dillard stares down into Tinker Creek. REMs Michael Stipe stands on stage, Losing my religion. Iris DeMent suggests that we Let the mystery be. All are participating in this global amateur production. We are lucky to have so many luminous figures in this country, but this lineage is not American. It comes down through such varied innumerable strands that it cannot be called a lineage at all.

The records of wandering kept by Basho, Cervantes, Homer, and Allan Ginsberg. Mary Olivers faithful early morning walks with a rainproof surveyors notebook in her hip pocket. John Muir and Audubon. Anyone who heads out to see what happens, just to enjoy the trip. Neednt go far, neednt leave town. Rumi says that merely being in a body and sentient is a state of pure rapture. Form is ecstatic. Those who know that are the ones Im talking about, and to. Those photographers who love wilderness and the depths of a human face. The radiant noticing of animals that shows in the cave drawings. It comes through Van Gogh and Cezanne, the way they saw splendor transpiring through what appears. Dutch light. Through Blake. All religions are one, saith Willy, and energy is eternal delight. Hopkins. It comes through south India and the Sufis. Indigenous rock art, Tibet. Hieronymous Bosch and Brueghel, Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu. Bodhidharma, Rinzai, and that homely flower Mahakashyap was handed by his friend Gautama. That theology-flower of suchness might be a logo for it. No, no names. No flag. Dreamtime drawings. Chekhovs holy chuckle, Dostoyevskys vivid seekers. The great Greeks and their love of impossible human conversation. Socrates and Plato are saints in this tradition. Saint Francis and my grandson Tuck, too, he will be surprised to know. All children. Gurdjieff. Ramakrishna. Camus and Beckett. Plotinus. Nietzsche prancing naked. And watch as it widens out so beautifully in Galway Kinnells Prayer:


Whatever happens. Whatever

what is is is what

I want. Only that. But that.



It is joyfully scientific, this pared-down, vast, three-ises-in-a-row petition of Galways. The world is so amazingly interesting, I want to be completely here for its moment. That longing is the truth I try to follow, rather than a religions iconography. Watch an astronomer or a molecular biologist at work, an estuarist opening the net he has pulled up out of Doboy Sound. They glow as the facts of the world surface. I have found in my experience that good scientists and good mystics are natural friends, good carpenters too. Chefs and surgeons, historians, athletes, all so full of wonder, lovingly careful, and living right at the point of contact, the nailhead of attention and spontaneity.


Saint Teresa stirring the soup, Dan Patterson receiving Sister Miriams Shaker gift song. Einstein said that science has totally failed to demystify the universe, now that matter does not exist anymore. Sticks and stones are both made of energy, like love and language. Eddington says the universe is less like a thing than it is like a thought.

If this scruffy, thoughtful, ecstatic crowd needs a name, call them the DUMs, the Disreputable Unaffiliated Mystics, though most are not at all disreputable, and many are devoutly affiliated. Vitalists. Advocates of a perennial philosophy. Pan-somethings or other. Whatever you dub these bright beings, they recognize one another across centuries and cultures. Best not to call them anything. Someone might try to organize them and ruin the fun. The broad interest now in the boundary-dissolving poetry of Rumi is evidence of health in this rebellious, but always kind, impulse.

If blasphemy is possible in this experiment to know and live what is, perhaps it is in whatever insults the soul. Whitman tells us to dismiss such things. But what are those insults? Some come from within. Boredom, cruelty, a cold unresponsiveness, a self-absorbed shyness, depression, addiction. Some from without. War by concept, the insane greed of empire, marketing sterilization and bourgeois dumbing-down. Does the exclusivity of the Abrahamic religious doctrines qualify? The ONLY begotten, the CHOSEN people, the LAST prophet. I would say yes, they do, agreeing with the Sufi Sarmad, who refused to recite the part of the Islamic creed that held that there was but one messenger, one book, one revelation (theirs, of course). Sarmad felt that the whole of creation was sacred, and he sensed that there had been, and will be, many valid ways of acknowledging mystery. His beheaded head died saying that. The exclusive-doctrine people got him.


So whatever keeps the soul from moving along (motion and shapeshifting are great nourishers of soul), whatever keeps it from traveling, from expanding and deepening in love, and living the truth of expressing that, those are the insults we need to be alert for.

A Roy Ashley story from further back, 1947. Tony Heywood and I are ten, with BB guns. We decide one morning to stalk and kill something, anything really. A big blue jay. The BB guns are so weak, we could probably have thrown a BB to more effect. We stalk and shoot and chase his blue beleaguered noisy self all around that hills trees, until Mr. Ashley sees what we are up to, comes down to the clearing behind the baseball backstop, and puts a stern and sudden end to our stupid cruelty. I still feel the sting of that remorse as we came back to our normal tenderheartedness after such forgetting. The present Dalai Lama says, Kindness is my religion. Whatever the soul is, it truly does love kindness where it finds it, in text or tree or teacher. So say soul is a friend, a weather and a master, the deep being within each that can somehow be met, talked with, lived and fallen into as we let go the mind, or find a soulbook to flee with into its wide-open companionable space. Reading is flight school, Himalayan cave, and possibly a meeting with an unimaginable teacher and friend like Shams Tabriz. That is a lot to claim for reading. It might be just as true to say that reading is a way of avoiding that deepening. But I would rather anticipate that this three-inch persimmon seedling in the bucket of potting soil behind my house will eventually grow to eighty feet. Some have. Jelaluddin Chelabi, head of the Mevlevi order of dervishes (the ones descended from Rumi), once asked me, What religion are you? I gave him the arms-open, palms-up who-knows gesture. Good, he said. Love is the religion, and the universe is the book.


Here is how Ibn Arabi speaks of the all-inclusive, no-dogma, no-structure way. The light at the end of this poem is both subject and subjectivity.


The Love Religion

The inner space inside

that we call the heart

has become many different

living scenes and stories.




A pasture for sleek gazelles,

a monastery for Christian monks,

a temple with Shiva dancing,

a kaaba for pilgrimage.




The tablets of Moses are there,

the Quran, the Vedas,

the sutras, and the gospels.




Love is the religion in me.

Whichever way loves camel goes,

that way becomes my faith,

the source of beauty, and a

light of sacredness over everything.








NOTES


	The A. J. Arberry translations were first: Mystical Poems of Rumi (Persian Heritage Series No. 3, University of Chicago Press, 1968) and Mystical Poems of Rumi (Persian Heritage Series No. 23, Westview Press, Boulder, CO, 1979). Then the three volumes of Reynold Nicholsons translation of The Masnavi with their Commentaries: The Mathnawi of Jalaluddin Rum (Luzac, London, 192540). Also the work of Nevit Ergin and M. G. Gupta, and of course, the collaboration with John Moyne. See the References headnote.

	I am not opposed to churches. There is a deep human value in the rituals they provide. I love to enter the sacred space of a church, and also that of a mosque, a synagogue, a Hindu temple, the space described by standing stones, and the high mountain retreats of Bhutan. The singing and the friendships found in these communities can be very beautiful. It is just that the turf-squabbling of the organized religions has become hazardous to the health of a wider community and maybe to that of the planet itself.








JANUARY





JANUARY 1

A Just-Finishing Candle


A candle is made to become entirely flame.

In that annihilating moment

it has no shadow.



It is nothing but a tongue of light

describing a refuge.



Look at this

just-finishing candle stub

as someone who is finally safe

from virtue and vice,



the pride and the

shame we claim from those.



JANUARY 2

A Single Brushstroke Down


Light dawns, and any talk of proof

resembles a blind mans cane at sunrise.



Remember the passage,

We are with you wherever you are.



Come back to that.

When did we ever leave it?



No matter were in a prison of forgetting

or enjoying the banquet of wisdom,

we are always inside presence.



Drunkenly asleep, tenderly awake,

clouded with grief, laughing like lightning,

angry at war, quiet with gratitude, we are nothing

in this many-mooded world of weather

but a single brushstroke down,

speaking of presence.



*The word Allah in Arabic begins with a strong downward mark.


JANUARY 3

Children Running Through


I used to be shy.

You made me sing.



I used to refuse things at table.

Now I shout for more wine.



In somber dignity, I used to sit

on my mat and pray.



Now children run through

and make faces at me.



JANUARY 4

The Elegance of the Ermine


Midnight, and a messenger comes from a prayer niche,

someone as quiet as moonlight,

yet with a torch that burns our sleeping.






A king knocks on the doorkeepers door

and laughing, leads everyone out to a table.






Our lips tremble at the cup, with the same trembling

as a drop of mercury.






The gentleness of the host is the same

as that that made the elegance of the ermine.



The dry and wet of a love affair,

those tears are identical to the taking in

and giving away of a waterwheels turning.






The keys that open all gates

are strapped to loves chest.



When a bird is completely broken and still,

it gets removed from the snare.



This list of rude likenesses

does not come near saying

what happens in our lives.



JANUARY 5

Birdwings


Your grief for what youve lost lifts a mirror

up to where youre bravely working.



Expecting the worst, you look, and instead,

heres the joyful face youve been wanting to see.



Your hand opens and closes and opens and closes.

If it were always a fist or always stretched open,

you would be paralyzed.



Your deepest presence

is in every small contracting and expanding,

the two as beautifully balanced and coordinate

as birdwings.



JANUARY 6

Sometimes I Do


In your light I learn how to love.

In your beauty, how to make poems.



You dance inside my chest,

where no one sees you,



but sometimes I do,

and that light becomes this art.



JANUARY 7

Dont Let Your Throat Tighten


Dont let your throat tighten

with fear. Take sips of breath

all day and night, before death

closes your mouth.



JANUARY 8

There Is Something in Us


Imagine a man selling his donkey

to be with Jesus.



Now imagine him selling Jesus

to get a ride on a donkey.

This does happen.



Jesus can transform a drunk into gold.

If the drunk is already golden,

he can be changed to pure diamond.

If already that, he can become the circling

planets, Jupiter, Venus, the moon.



Never think that you are worthless.

God has paid an enormous amount for you,

and the gifts keep arriving.



There is something in us

that has nothing to do with night and day,

grapes that never saw a vineyard.



WE ARE ALL RETURNING



says the Quran. Enjoy Shams,

or if you cannot do that, at least

consider what honest people tell you.



JANUARY 9

Gnats Inside the Wind





Some gnats come from the grass to speak with Solomon.



O Solomon, you are the champion of the oppressed.

You give justice to the little guys, and they dont get

any littler than us. We are tiny metaphors

for frailty. Can you defend us?



Who has mistreated you?



Our complaint is against the wind.



Well, says Solomon, you have pretty voices,

you gnats, but remember, a judge cannot listen

to just one side. I must hear both litigants.






Of course, agree the gnats.






Summon the East Wind, calls out Solomon,

and the wind arrives almost immediately.



What happened to the gnat plaintiffs? Gone.






Such is the way of every seeker who comes to complain

at the High Court. When the presence of God arrives,

where are the seekers? First theres dying,

then union, like gnats inside the wind.



JANUARY 10

A Piece of Wood


I reach for a piece of wood. It turns into a lute.

I do some meanness. It turns out helpful.

I say one must not travel during the holy month.

Then I start out, and wonderful things happen.



JANUARY 11

Backpain


Muhammad went to visit a sick friend.

Such kindness brings more kindness,

and there is no knowing the proliferation from there.



The man was about to die.

Muhammad put his face close and kissed him.



His friend began to revive.

Muhammads visit re-created him.

He began to feel grateful for an illness

that brought such light.



And also for the backpain

that wakes him in the night.



No need to snore away like a buffalo

when this wonder is walking the world.



There are values in pain that are difficult

to see without the presence of a guest.



Dont complain about autumn.

Walk with grief like a good friend.

Listen to what he says.



Sometimes the cold and dark of a cave

give the opening we most want.



JANUARY 12

The Night Ocean


We are the night ocean filled

with glints of light. We are the space

between the fish and the moon,

while we sit here together.



JANUARY 13

The Gift of Water


Someone who does not know the Tigris River exists

brings the caliph who lives near the river

a jar of fresh water. The caliph accepts, thanks him,

and gives in return a jar filled with gold coins.






Since this man has come through the desert,

he should return by water. Taken out by another door,

the man steps into a waiting boat and sees

the wide freshwater of the Tigris. He bows his head,

What wonderful kindness that he took my gift.






Every object and being in the universe is a jar

overfilled with wisdom and beauty, a drop of the Tigris

that cannot be contained by any skin. Every jarful

spills and makes the earth more shining,

as though covered in satin.






If the man had seen even a tributary of the great river,

he would not have brought the innocence of his gift.

Those that stay and live by the Tigris grow so ecstatic

that they throw rocks at the jugs, and the jugs

become perfect. They shatter. The pieces dance,

and waterDo you see?






Neither jar nor water nor stone, nothing.

You knock at the door of reality, shake

your thought-wings, loosen your shoulders, and open.



JANUARY 14

The Mill


The heart is a wheatgrain. We are the mill

where this body is a millstone

and thought, the moving river.



The body asks the river why it runs on so.

The river says, Ask the miller who made

the millrace that directs my falling

that turns your stone.



The miller says, You that love bread,

if this turning were not happening,

what would you dip in your broth?



So a lot of questioning goes on

around the milling of wheat,

but what really is this breadmaking work?



Now let silence ask

about wheat and the river,

about the miller and the stone

and the taste of bread dipped in soup,

and this listening we do at the mill.



*The mill is one of Rumis images for the process whereby individual grains get crushed to make something less separate, more communally useful (bread). Thought (the riverwater) and the body (the millstone) are part of this work, as are the miller (creative intelligence) and the customer (desire), who wants a piece of bread for his soup.



JANUARY 15

Bul-Hasan and the Snow


After Bestami died, it happened as he said

that Bul-Hasan became the sheikh for his community.



Every day Bul-Hasan would go to Bestamis tomb

to receive instruction. He had been told to do this

in a dream by Bestami himself.



Every dawn he goes and stands

facing the tomb until midmorning.



Either the spirit of Bestami comes and talks to him

or in silence the questions he has are answered.



One day a deep snow has fallen overnight.

The graves are indistinguishable.

Bul-Hasan feels lost.



Then he hears his sheikhs voice.

The world is made of snow.

It falls and melts and falls again.



Do not be concerned with the snow.

Come toward the sound of my voice.

Move always in this direction.



From that day Bul-Hasan began to experience

the enlightened state

he had only heard and read about before.



JANUARY 16

Let the Beauty We Love


Today, like every other day, we wake up empty

and frightened. Dont
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