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      Introduction 

      Heretics of the world, take heart. There is a place set for you 
at the table of religion after all. In fact, the very finest delicacies and best 
wines offered at that table may even be reserved for you alone to enjoy. The orthodox 
clerics, the high priests, the reasonable-minded fathers and mothers of the churches, 
mosques, synagogues, and ashrams of the world may all make their way to that table, 
but find the fare on their plates and the wine in their glasses a bit scanty, underwhelming, 
even a little bland compared with yours. 

      The orthodox mothers and fathers of religion are pillars of faith 
and belief, and they inspire others by their obvious piety. But for you, O heretics, 
faith and belief alone are like painted cakes that cannot satisfy the hunger and 
yearning you feel in your belly and your heart and your soul. For you, nothing less 
than the immediate and direct experience of what might be called God will do. You 
need to put it right in your mouth, taste it, chew it (slowly), and then spend time 
digesting it, feeling it, becoming it, before you can find the satisfaction you seek. And one great meal will not do it for you, either. 
You need to eat and drink and feast on the divine every chance you get. Your stomach 
for God is bottomless! 

      Orthodoxy is what happens to a heresy that becomes institutionalized. 
All of our founding mothers and fathers of religion have had direct experiences 
of being split wide open (what the Sufis call faraji) and transported into 
a parallel dimension of consciousness that feels intimately connected with everything 
that is, rather than estranged and separate from it. Depending on the perspective 
we embody in the moment, we become aware of a larger energy we may call God, or 
we stay contained in a very small vessel that we mostly call “me.” The true religious 
journey is one that breaks free of that small vessel and realizes, in every cell 
of the body, that the larger energy is also what I am. 

      Orthodoxies everywhere unintentionally but inevitably transform 
the original heresy into an object of worship, rather than an experience to have. 
At this point, in the words of Carl Jung, “Organized religion becomes a defense 
against having the religious experience.” 

      Even so, there have always been renegades within the orthodox 
traditions, mystics who have penetrated the orthodox teachings back to their original 
source, heretics who have dispensed with the teachings altogether. Of course, the 
ultimate heresy is not only to contact the great source that we call God, but also 
to become so immersed in that source that the only logical proclamation to make 
is that you and God are one. Here’s where the problem begins, for the heretic’s 
truth can make the orthodox believer very uncomfortable. Jesus didn’t exactly fare 
too well for his proclamations. Neither did Mansour al-Hallaj, a tenth-century Sufi 
saint who was put to death for being foolish enough to declare that he had become 
the truth. 

      In this respect Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi, the great thirteenth-century 
mystic, poet, and originator of the dance of the whirling dervish, fared considerably 
better. He was, in fact, a heretic revered. 

      Rumi’s conversion from orthodox Islamic cleric into ecstatic 
dancer, heretic, and passionate lover of God came about through his chance encounter 
with an older, wandering dervish named Shams of Tabriz. The two men are reported 
to have met on a roadway. Something extraordinary was exchanged between them through 
their glance, and, throwing both their lives and decorum to the winds, they went 
off together into a closed-door retreat, emerging several months later in a state 
of ecstatic illumination familiar to the Sufi tradition. Through the prolonged power 
of their gaze and the exploration of intentional movements, Rumi and Shams dissolved 
the confining bubbles of separation that ordinarily encase us and mesmerize us into 
believing that who we are is an entity named “I” that lives inside our individual 
body and remains separate from everything that exists outside the body. Pop the 
bubble and you find yourself swimming in a consciousness that perceives itself as 
merged with the ultimate source of existence. The Sufis call this the consciousness 
of union, the healing antidote to the fear and alienation that pervade the far more 
common consciousness of separation. 

      After being split wide open through the explosive encounter with 
his great friend Shams, Rumi let go of many of the precepts of formal religion, 
insisting instead that only a complete personal dissolving into the larger energies 
of God can provide the satisfaction that the heart so desperately seeks. It is a 
testament to how well loved Rumi was in his adopted community of Konya, Turkey, 
that he encountered no reprisals for pronouncements that would almost certainly 
have gotten him into very hot water indeed had they been uttered instead 
in present day Iran or in Afghanistan under the Taliban. 

      As a result of his overwhelming and truly life-altering encounter 
with Shams, Rumi began to speak spontaneously in the language of poetry, and he 
spoke and spoke and spoke some more. In total, his poems comprise some forty-four 
thousand verses, which subsequent compilers organized into twenty-three individual 
volumes called the Divan-i Kebir. In the pages of these many volumes are 
to be found some of the most gorgeous expressions that have ever been uttered about 
the individual soul’s ecstatic return to the embrace of God. 

      Now, it may come as a surprise to lovers of Rumi’s poetry to 
learn that he, in fact, never “wrote” a single poem, not in the way we ordinarily 
think of writing poetry, anyway. You see, Rumi never actually wrote anything. He 
simply went about town, unable to keep his ecstasy contained, uttering spontaneous 
couplets and meters about the dissolution of the soul into the divine embrace of 
God, ranting and raving, singing out to whomever would listen. He never actually 
sat down, collected his thoughts, and composed poems in the traditional sense. Nor 
did he ever work on the poems once they had been uttered. There was no changing 
of words here, moving of phrases there. With Rumi, the first expression became the 
final poem. 

      Fortunately for us, a select circle of friends and students recorded 
all the poems. These Secretaries of the Scribe, as they became known, wrote down 
everything to come out of their teacher’s mouth, and thanks to them, we still have 
access to Rumi’s actual words. 

      Unfortunately for us, the compilers did not just list the poems 
in the chronological order in which they were uttered. Instead, they sorted and 
collated them according to their poetic structure and meter and even at times according to their subject matter. What 
this means is that we can’t view the poems as a historical document tracing the 
flow of events in Rumi’s life, reflecting the progression and development of his 
thoughts and ideas. In a single volume you may have poems from the early part of 
his life following upon poems that were uttered in his later years. 

      When making your way through the many volumes of the Divan-i 
Kebir, it is helpful to keep in mind that the written record often reads more 
like a series of journal entries than it does discrete poems. Every entry chronicles 
a day during which Rumi would move about town, stopping here to converse with the 
lovers of God, halting there to admonish the doubters and naysayers, coming to a 
complete stop as he would go off into ecstasy and bring back word pictures from 
the other world. All of these things may have happened during a single stroll about 
town, and so all of them might find their way into a single entry. In the volume 
of poetry that you hold in your hands, the translators have attempted to free many 
of the individual poems from the longer journal entries inside which they’ve been 
hidden all these years. 

      The second thing to know about these poems is the story of intrigue 
that has kept them from finding their way to their audience in the West. Over the 
past several years, Rumi has become perhaps the most popular poet in the Western 
world, and the source of this extraordinary explosion of interest in a previously 
obscure thirteenth-century Islamic mystic can be traced to a small handful of doors. 
Behind one of these doors lives a delightful Turkish-born surgeon named Nevit Ergin. 
As a young man in his twenties, Nevit fell under Rumi’s spell, and he decided to 
commit himself to a task that most of his friends and colleagues told him was impossible: 
He decided to translate the entire Divan-i Kebir of Rumi into English, over forty-four 
thousand verses and twenty-three volumes worth! Until this decision, the number 
of Rumi verses that had been translated into English could be counted in the low 
hundreds, not in the tens of thousands. 

      To support him in his work, Nevit enlisted the help of the government 
of Turkey. Rumi spent most of his life, after all, in what is present-day Turkey. 
One can still visit his funeral shrine in Konya. The Mevlevi order of dervish dancers 
that Rumi’s son founded after his father’s death is still active in Turkey. The 
Turkish government was happy to participate, and over a period of fifteen years 
twenty-two of the original twenty-three volumes were printed by the Society for 
Understanding Mevlana. (Many of the wonderful translations of Rumi that most of 
us know and love are, as often as not, reworkings of Nevit’s original translations.) 
With only one more volume to go, Nevit’s impossible dream was very close indeed 
to being fully realized. 

      And then a strange thing happened. The Turkish government withdrew 
its support and refused to participate in the publication of the final volume.


      The last volume of Rumi’s poems has always posed problems, even 
to the original compilers. Like the kitchen drawer that collects all the odds and 
ends that have no place of their own, the last volume was where the compilers sent 
all the entries and poems they didn’t know what to do with or that disturbed them. 
In the first place, these were poems that broke the rules of both poetic meter and 
content. Rumi would often say that he hated the rules of meter and phrasing in which 
the poetry of the time was supposed to be composed: so many syllables here, so many 
lines there. In many of the poems in this last volume, Rumi just cuts loose, wielding 
words and thoughts in an almost freeform shuffle that sounds more like an enlightened street 
rapper from the year 2000 than a scholarly thirteenth-century poet who would have 
been expected to construct poems only in the acceptable meters of his time. 

      Even more than this, though, the compilers must have been troubled 
by the content of some of the poems. Many of them find Rumi at his most divinely 
drunken, almost slurring his words, ranting and raving about the great ecstatic 
game, behaving in a most unorthodox way for an Islamic sheikh. In some of the poems, 
Rumi fulminates over the stupidities and prejudices of the townsfolk who couldn’t 
accept or even see the extraordinary transformation that had occurred in him because 
of his association with Shams, and he doesn’t mince words. Rumi could swear and 
curse with the best of them, but he always does it in the most beautiful way.


      And then there are the poems that must have stopped the devout 
Islamic compilers dead in their tracks. What is one to do with poems that refer 
to Muhammad as “yesterday’s man,” others that proclaim that love is the only precept 
of religion and suggest that an unbeliever can’t be considered an infidel if he’s 
been the latest victim of love? What is one to do with phrases and verses that exhort 
people to become heretics if they want to reach the truth in Islam? How can an Islamic 
teacher actually declare that Jews, Christians, Muslims, and Zoroastrians are all 
equal in the great heretical game of dissolving into God? 

      While Rumi remained a devout Muslim throughout his life, he was 
nonetheless a beacon to all people, regardless of the religious tradition into which 
they had been born. He exhorted everyone to descend into the great heresy, to experience 
for themselves their union with all that is. Experience that union, and you shatter 
and annihilate yourself. But out of that shattering and annihilation a whole new 
consciousness can give birth to itself and arise, like the mythical phoenix that 
often appears in Rumi’s poems, out of the ashes of your old self. 

      Rumi offers revelation, not consolation. He is not here to hold 
your hand and make you feel better about the trap into which you’ve been born. That 
is the job of religion. It is not the path of the heretic. 

      So many of the wonderful Rumi translations that are currently 
available have focused on Rumi’s optimistic vision, on the joys of the path of love 
and the rewards of giving yourself to God. This is all well and good, of course, 
but it only represents one part of what Rumi was actually telling us. Yes, the path 
of falling into love with the divine gives pleasure and bliss beyond anything you 
may have previously known, but it also comes with a shadow side. Love can also be 
a cruel and cold-hearted taskmaster, a cur in heat. Once it has infected your heart, 
it ravages you, and you are no longer the master or mistress of your life. The loss 
of affection (which Rumi experienced in an overwhelming way after Shams got up and 
walked out one day, and again after he left for a final time and was murdered) can 
be as gut wrenching in its anguish as the appearance of a new love can be over-the-top 
joyous. 

      As Rumi says, love hits everybody—if one is open enough, that 
is. It completely throws life into a spin, but what a spin it is! What will today 
bring? Another roller coaster ride of love in which moments of ecstatic weightlessness 
alternate with horrifying dips and drops that leave your stomach in your throat? 
Love is not just cream on the peaches. It will leave you roughed up and bruised 
as well. And yet all of us on the path of love need to go through its dark nights 
if we truly want to witness the beautiful first lights of morning. 

      Yet who can follow the path to divine love when the goal 
is to so merge your sense of self with the greater energies of God that you, not 
surprisingly, become annihilated in the process? The words Rumi dispenses are not 
sugar wafers of consoling comfort, nor does he suggest that anyone should ever be 
satisfied with a single sip of divine wine. He is, rather, completely uncompromising 
in his insistence that entering into a condition of absence—in which the individual 
sense of self, like salt dropped into the sea, becomes lost through its merger with 
the greater energies—is the only way to come out of the suffering and pain that 
plague us. Furthermore, he insists that this dissolution into the greater is our 
natural state, the place in which we are most comfortable, the refuge we are trying 
to get back to. 

      Who will throw themselves willingly into divine fire? Divine 
or not, it’s still going to burn. To help us in this venture, Rumi enlists the aid 
of the cupbearer, the person who keeps pouring divine wine into the mouths of all 
the heretics and drunks. And he exhorts this cupbearer to keep pouring more and 
more and more until he totally passes out of himself. Rumi wants us all to become 
divine alcoholics. Get drunk on the divine energies that course through our bodies. 
Drink them in, fill yourself until you can stand up no longer, and then drink some 
more. When it comes to imbibing the divine, enough is not enough. Drink to excess, 
and then the kingdom of God may come into clear focus, no longer blurred, hazy, 
or vague. 

      Think of these poems as songs more than as poems. Listen to them 
as though some exalted, spiritual being were composing songs on
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