
[image: ]



Rumi:

The Big Red Book

The Great Masterpiece Celebrating

Mystical Love and Friendship

Odes and Quatrains from The Shams

The Collected Translations of

Coleman Barks

Based on the work of John Moyne, Nevit Ergin,

A. J. Arberry, and Reynold Nicholson

[image: logo]





This book is for all those who
love what Rumi and Shams love.





Contents

Cover


Title Page




Introduction


Part I - Odes (Ghazals)


       Chapter 1 - Al-Fattah, The Opener


       Chapter 2 - Al-Jami, The Gatherer


       Chapter 3 - Al-Batin, The Hidden


       Chapter 4 - Al-Khabir, The Aware, The Knowing


       Chapter 5 - Al-Bari, The Maker from Nothing


       Chapter 6 - Al-Hayy, The Living


       Chapter 7 - Al-Haqq, The Truth


       Chapter 8 - As-Salaam, Peace


       Chapter 9 - Ar-Rahim, The Compassionate


       Chapter 10 - An-Nur, Light


       Chapter 11 - Ash-Shakur, The Grateful


       Chapter 12 - Al-Latif, The Subtle, The Intricate


       Chapter 13 - Bawa Muhaiyaddeen


       Chapter 14 - Osho


       Chapter 15 - Ramana Maharshi


       Chapter 16 - Dissolving the Concept of “God”


       Chapter 17 - Playing


       Chapter 18 - Shams Tabriz: The Friend


       Chapter 19 - Tenderness Toward Existence


       Chapter 20 - As-Sabur, The Patient


       Chapter 21 - Ar-Rahman, The Kind


       Chapter 22 - Al-Mutakabbir, The Majesty


       Chapter 23 - As-Sami, The Hearing


       Chapter 24 - Al-Basir, The Seeing


       Chapter 25 - Al-Wadud, The Loving


       Chapter 26 - Everything and Everyone Else


       Chapter 27 - The Name That Cannot Be Spoken or Written


Part II - Quatrains (Rubai)


       Chapter 28 - Taurus: The Bull


       Chapter 29 - Ursa Major: The Great Bear, the Big Dipper


       Chapter 30 - Corona Borealis: The Northern Crown


       Chapter 31 - Libra: The Scales


       Chapter 32 - Gemini: The Twins, Castor and Pollux


       Chapter 33 - Cancer: The Crab


       Chapter 34 - Cassiopeia: The Queen


       Chapter 35 - Virgo: The Virgin


       Chapter 36 - Orion: The Hunter


       Chapter 37 - Leo: The Lion


       Chapter 38 - The Milky Way: Our Home Address Seen from the Side


       Chapter 39 - Bijou: The Black Hole


       Chapter 40 - Columba: Noah’s Dove


       Chapter 41 - Draco: The Dragon


       Chapter 42 - Capricorn: The Sea Goat


       Chapter 43 - Hercules: The Hero


       Chapter 44 - Pegasus: The Winged Horse


       Chapter 45 - Lepus: The Hare


       Chapter 46 - Canis Major: The Great Dog


       Chapter 47 - Boötes: The Herdsman


       Chapter 48 - Aries: The Ram


       Chapter 49 - Delphinus: The Dolphin


       Chapter 50 - Cetus: The Sea Monster, or Kraken


       Chapter 51 - Andromeda: The Chained Queen


       Chapter 52 - Scorpio: The Scorpion


       Chapter 53 - Sagittarius: The Archer


       Chapter 54 - Pisces: The Fish




Notes


Note on These Translations


Index of Familiar First Lines


Acknowledgments


About the Author


Books by Coleman Barks


Copyright


About the Publisher








Introduction




RUMI’s LIFE

Jelaluddin Rumi was born near the city of Balkh in what is now Afghanistan, then on the eastern edge of the Persian Empire, on September 30, 1207. He descended from a long line of Islamic jurists, theologians, and mystics. When Rumi was still a young man, his family left Balkh ahead of the invading armies of Genghis Khan, who was extending his empire westward, eventually all the way to the Adriatic. It is said that Rumi’s father, Bahauddin, loaded ninety camels with just books for the journey. Theirs was a profoundly learned lineage.

Rumi and his family went to Damascus and on to Nishapur, where the poet and teacher Fariduddin Attar recognized the teenage boy as a great spirit. He is reported to have said, as he saw Bahauddin walking toward him with Rumi a little behind, “Here comes a sea, followed by an ocean.” To honor this insight he gave Rumi a copy of his wonderful Ilahinama (The Book of God).

The family eventually settled in Konya, now in south-central Turkey, where Bahauddin resumed his role as head of the medrese, the dervish learning community. Rumi was still in his twenties several years later when his father died and he became head of the medrese. He gained a wide reputation as a devout scholar, and his school reportedly numbered over ten thousand students. Broadly speaking, the work of Rumi’s community was to open the individual and the collective heart. Its members used music and poetry and movement. They sat in silence. They listened to discourses. Stories, jokes, meditation—everything was used. They fasted and they feasted. (The cook Ahim Baaz was a very important figure in Rumi’s community. You can visit his tomb in Konya today.) The members of Rumi’s community walked together. They worked in the garden and the orchard. They observed animal behavior very carefully; it was a kind of scripture they read for signs.

This was not a renunciate group. Everyone had a family and a line of useful work; they were masons, grocers, weavers, hatmakers, carpenters, tailors, and bookbinders. Everyone was deeply engaged. These were affirmative, ecstatic makers. Some call them Sufis. I like to say they were living the way of the heart.

A few years after Bahauddin’s death in 1231, Burhan Mahaqqiq, a hermit meditator in the remote mountain region north and east of Konya, returned and found that his teacher, Rumi’s father, had died. He decided to devote the rest of his life to training his teacher’s son. For nine years he led Rumi on many, sometimes three consecutive, forty-day fasts (chillas). Rumi became a joyful adept in this mystical tradition.

Rumi’s oldest son, Sultan Velad, saved 147 of his father’s personal letters, so, amazingly, we have a somewhat accurate sense of what his daily life was like eight centuries ago. He was deeply involved in the details of community life. In one letter he begs a man to put off, for fifteen days, collecting the money he is owed by another man. In another he asks a wealthy nobleman to help a student out with a small loan. Someone’s relatives had moved into the hut of a devout old woman, and he tries to solve the situation. Sudden lines of poetry are scattered throughout the practical business contained in the letters. His life was grounded in daily necessities and in the ecstatic simultaneously.

In the late fall of 1244, Rumi met Shams Tabriz, a fierce man-God, or God-man. Shams had wandered through the Near East in search of a soul friend on his level. Shams was sometimes lost in mystical awareness for three or four days. He took work as a mason to balance his visionary bewilderment with hard physical labor. When he was paid, he contrived to slip his wages into another worker’s jacket before he left. He never stayed anywhere long. Whenever students began to gather around him, as they inevitably did, he excused himself for a drink of water, wrapped his black cloak around himself, and was gone. Because of this restless searching, he was known as Parinda, or the Flier or Bird. He prayed that God’s hidden favorite be revealed to him, so that he could learn more about the mysteries of divine love. An inner voice came, What will you give in return?

“My head,” said Shams.

The one you seek is Jelaluddin of Konya, son of Bahauddin of Balkh.

Shams arrived in Konya on November 29, 1244. He took lodging at the caravanserai of the sugar merchants, pretending to be a successful seller of sugar. But all he had in his room was a broken water pot, a ragged mat, and a headrest of unbaked clay. One day, as Shams sat at the gate, Rumi came by riding a donkey, surrounded by students. Shams rose and took the bridle.

“Money changer of the current coins of esoteric significance, knower of the names of the Lord, tell me. Who is greater, Muhammad or Bestami?”1

“Muhammad is incomparable among the saints and prophets.”

“Then how is it he said, ‘We have not known You as You should be known,’ while Bestami cried out, ‘How great is my glory!’ ”

Rumi fainted when he heard the depth of the question and fell to the ground. When he revived, he answered, “For Muhammad the mystery is always unfolding, while Bestami takes one gulp and is satisfied.”

The two tottered off together. They spent weeks and months at a time together in the mystical conversation known as sohbet.

Another version of their meeting is: One day Rumi was teaching by a fountain in a small square in Konya. Books were open on the fountain’s ledge. Shams walked quickly through the students and pushed the books into the water.

“Who are you and what are you doing?” Rumi asked.

“You must now live what you have been reading about.”

Rumi turned to the books in the fountain, one of them his father’s precious spiritual diary, the Maarif.

Shams said, “We can retrieve them. They will be as dry as they ever were.” He lifted out the Maarif to show him. Dry.

“Leave them,” said Rumi.

With that relinquishment of books and borrowed awareness, Rumi’s real life began, and his real poetry too. “What I had thought of before as God,” Rumi said, “I met today in a human being.”

The meeting with Shams was the central event in Rumi’s life. They were together in Konya for about three and a half years. Twice during that time the jealousy of Rumi’s disciples drove Shams away, and twice Rumi sent his son Sultan Velad to bring him back. What happened next is the subject of extensive debate among scholars. Shams either left on his own, disappearing without a trace, as he had evidently threatened several times to do, or was killed by a group of the jealous disciples, including one of Rumi’s sons, Ala al-Din. The latter is the version that has come down in the oral tradition among the Mevlevi dervishes, the order begun by Sultan Velad.

In this version Shams came to Sultan Velad in a dream after he had been killed and told him the circumstances of the murder. The son then kept that painful information from Rumi. He let him go out on long searches for Shams, to Damascus and elsewhere. The situation became a kind of reverse analogue for the Joseph story, in which Joseph’s brothers pretend that the beloved one is dead, telling Jacob, the father, that he has been killed by a wolf. Here Rumi is not told that the beloved one has been killed by a group of his students, one of them his son. Both stories involve the central figure living for years under a misconception about the person dearest to them. The Joseph story, of course, resolves beautifully when Joseph, through his dream-interpreting skills, comes to be in charge of the granaries of Egypt and then later reunites with his family.

Rumi is reunited with Shams in the poetry, and in his inmost core. Perhaps a conventional religious community cannot contain the wild originality of a Shams Tabriz until it becomes embodied in someone like Rumi, who can be a bridge between wild gnostic experience and more traditional belief. This mysterious event comes on one of Rumi’s journeys in search of Shams. Suddenly, walking a Damascus street, Rumi feels that he is their friendship, that he no longer needs to look for Shams. Whatever miracle they were together, he is now in himself. Call off the search.

Rumi translator and biographer Franklin Lewis has done formidable research, and he sees the story differently.2 He feels that Shams was not murdered, that he left on his own, perhaps so that Rumi’s soul growth could move to another level. It is true that Shams was a mystic who demanded movement, always more, of whatever came, always more blessings, more ecstatic praise. It must have been strenuous to have been around Shams, almost impossible for some. Shams once said that if you could lift up the Kaaba and take it out of the world, you would then see that what we all had been praying to, five times a day, was the divine glory in each other. That notion is difficult to place in a conventional theology. It must have been unacceptable to a segment of Rumi’s community to have had their beloved teacher totally absorbed in the company of such a wild man. So Franklin Lewis thinks that Shams disappeared on his own and that his tomb is elsewhere, not in Konya, maybe out on the road toward Tabriz, in the town of Khuy. A minaret there is called by his name. Nothing is certain. Shams shall remain elusive.

I tend to believe that the jealous murder of Shams Tabriz actually happened. One thing is sure. With the disappearance of Shams, whether by violence or his own choice, Rumi’s poetry went deeper. The core of longing became more radiant and vital, reflecting the depth of the communion that was the majestic friendship between Rumi and Shams.

Rumi had two wives. The first, Gowher Khatun, by whom he had two sons, Ala al-Din and Sultan Velad, died in 1242. Then he married Kira Khatun, by whom he had a son, Mozaffer, and a daughter, Malika. There is a wonderful hagiographic story about Kira Khatun. One day she peered through a slit in the door into the room where Rumi and Shams were sitting in sohbet (mystical conversation). She saw one of the walls open and six majestic beings enter. The strangers bowed and laid flowers at Rumi’s feet, although it was the middle of winter. They remained until the time for dawn prayers, which they motioned for Shams to lead. He excused himself, and Rumi performed the duties. When prayers were over, the six left through the wall. Rumi came from the chamber and, seeing his wife in the hall, gave her the flowers, saying, “Some visitors brought these for you.”

The next day she sent her servant to the perfumers’ market with a few leaves and blossoms from the bouquet. The perfumers were baffled, unable to identify the flowers, until a spice trader from India recognized them as flowers that grew only in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). The servant went back with this astonishing news, and just as he was telling it, Rumi came in and told her to take good care of the flowers, because Indian saints had brought them from the paradise that human beings had lost. As long as Kira Khatun lived (she died nineteen years after Rumi), the flowers stayed fresh and fragrant, and just a single leaf applied to a diseased eye or other injured part brought instantaneous healing.

Rumi is known in the popular mind, of course, as the first whirling dervish. Shams seems to have taught him this form of physical and auditory meditation, sema. It was called deep listening, and it was said that whatever one was striving for would increase in sema. Rumi sometimes composed poetry while turning. He gives several reasons for putting music and poetry and movement together in his soul-growth work. In one of his Discourses he says:


Responding to the prayers of the first Caliph, Abu Bakr, God made the Romans a major recipient of his mercy and Roman Anatolia the most beautiful of all landscapes. The people here, though, could not receive such grace. They had little taste for the inner life or the unseen world. For that reason I was attracted away from Khorasan (Persia), so that my children in this community could change the Roman copper to gold. They themselves would become the philosopher stones which cause this alchemy. But since Roman Anatolia was not ready for the gifts I had to give, I devised poetry, with music, to entrance the inhabitants toward spiritual truth. The people who live in this region are very blessed, lively and curious and fond of art, but as a sick child must be coaxed with sweetening to take medicine, they must be persuaded with poetry to acquire a longing for the soul.



Many stories have come down to us, through the hagiographic sources, about Rumi and children, about Rumi and beggars, the rejected of society, and especially about Rumi and animals. He was very in tune with the animal mind, much like an indigenous shaman. Every year Rumi went to a place near Konya where there were hot springs. Near a large lake music festivals were arranged, and Rumi gave discourses. One day the ducks that live on the lake were so vociferous that no one could hear the talk. Rumi yelled at them, “Either you give this discourse, or let me!” Complete silence. And during the remaining weeks he was there, no duck made a noise. When it came time for him to return to Konya, he went to the edge of the lake and gave the ducks permission to quack as much as they wanted, whereupon duck chatter resumed.

Here’s another story I love. Some butchers purchased a heifer and were leading her to be slaughtered. Suddenly she broke free and ran. They shouted at her, but that just made her more crazed. No one could get near her. Rumi was walking the same road with his disciples some distance behind. When the heifer saw him, she trotted over and stood beside him very still as though communing with his spirit. He rubbed and patted her neck. When the butchers came to claim their property, he pleaded for her life. His students joined in the discussion. Rumi used the situation: “If a simple animal, being led to its death, can take such lovely refuge with me, how much more beautiful must it be when a human being puts heart and soul in the care of God?” The entire group, dervishes and butchers alike, found such joy in these words that they began to play music, and dancing and spontaneous poetry continued into the night.

One last animal story. Rumi was giving a longer than usual discourse in the square. People wandered away. The sun was going down. All that was left was a line of seven dogs sitting on their haunches listening attentively. “These are my true students,” he said.

For the last twelve years of his life Rumi wrote, or dictated, one long luminous poem, the Masnavi, sixty-four thousand lines of poetry divided into six books. There is nothing quite like it in world literature. It surges like an ocean (his image) around many subjects. It is a self-interrupting, visionary work, with sometimes humorous, even bawdy, commentary on the health of the soul. Passages from the Qur’an are discussed, along with folktales, jokes, and remarks to people physically present as the poetry is being composed. Rumi dictated this sublime work of art to his scribe, Husam Chelebi, as they walked around Konya, through the nearby gardens of Meram, during teaching sessions, and in the streets and public places. Husam was a student of Shams, so this long poem can be considered an extension of Rumi’s conversation, and union, with the friend. Perhaps the best image for the unified diversity of this wandering poem is the way that Rumi interacted with his community—sometimes tending to the growth of the group, sometimes addressing the needs of individuals. Readers of the Masnavi may enter it at any point.

Rumi died at sunset on December 17, 1273. His tomb in Konya is still visited by thousands each month. I once had a dream in which I was inside the tomb, and Rumi was arriving from outside. As he came in the door, he was so surrounded by enthusiastic friends that I could not see him. He had become all those who love him. He disappeared into them. One of the inscriptions on his tomb is: “Do not look for him here, but rather in the hearts of those who love him.” It is said that representatives of all religions came to his funeral. When asked why, they each said that Rumi and his poetry had been a way of deepening their own faith. In this volume and in all my renderings of Rumi, I emphasize this universalist aspect. In bringing this great planetary poet over into the twenty-first century, it does not seem right to stress how we are divided into religions with mutually exclusive truths, but rather how we are moving along inside this Mystery like a family.3

The anniversary of his death is called his urs, or wedding night. He felt that union with the presence of the one he calls the beloved, or the friend, was as natural as breathing. Union with that companion transpires throughout and animates the universe. Above the door of his tomb on the inside is the double hu (see the calligraphy at the beginning of chapter 18, Shams Tabriz).


I belong to the beloved,

have seen the two worlds as one,

and that one call to and know,

first, last, outer, inner,

only that breath breathing human being.



THE SOUL ESSENCE OF SHAMS TABRIZ

In my brief biography of Rumi, I have focused on his relationship with Shams Tabriz. Out of their deep, spiritually intimate friendship came this book. Rumi called his “big red book,” the Divani Shamsi Tabriz (The Works of Shams Tabriz). It has come to be known as The Shams and is widely acknowledged as one of the great works of world literature. There are about three thousand poems in it, about six times as many as there are here.

The poems arose out of the friendship of Rumi and Shams. Their blended presence was the source and energy of the poetry in the ghazals (odes) and rubai (quatrains). Perhaps if we are ever to meet the elusive Shams, it will be in Rumi’s book. Rumi often remarks in various ways that he does not know where his language comes from or who it belongs to. Shams in his Discourses (Maqalat) says this: Mevlana (Rumi) knows that the writer wrote in three scripts:


One that he could read and only he,

one that he and others could read,

and one that neither he nor anyone else could read.

I am that third script.



So Shams himself is, in the words of the poem, an unknowable part of the script. Rumi is more accessible.

Rumi is one of the great souls, and one of the great spiritual teachers. He shows us our glory. He wants us to be more alive, to wake up. Mevlana comes from the same root as “reveille”—a bugle call to lift us from our spiritual torpor. He wants us to see our beauty, in the mirror and in each other.

Rumi’s message can be stated in many ways. It is the core of the core of every religion. It is the longing in a human being to live in unlimited freedom and joy, to move inside beauty, that most profound need of the human soul to flow with the namelessness that animates, luxuriates, burns, and transpires through form, enlivening what is as steam, mist, torrent, saliva, blood, ocean, cloud, coffee, wine, butterfly, tiger, hummingbird, energy, and delight.

I feel blessed to have spent much of the second half of my life working on the poetry of Rumi. I am seventy-three now (2010). I began when I was thirty-nine in 1976 at Robert Bly’s Great Mother Conference in Ely, Minnesota. Robert brought a stack of A. J. Arberry’s translation of Rumi’s odes4 and proposed one afternoon that we do a writing exercise. We were to try rephrasing Arberry’s scholarly translations into lively American free verse in the lineage of Walt Whitman, William Carlos Williams, and Galway Kinnell. It was love at first sight for me, though I kept it mostly to myself.

Back in Athens, Georgia, teaching three classes in the English Department, I would go up, after a day of explicating poetry, to the Bluebird Cafe, then at the corner of Hull and Washington, sit there with hot tea, and try to disappear into my newfound devotion. What a relief it was to leave the explicating mind behind. These poems could not be explained. They had to be entered, inhabited. I did that pretty much every day for eight years, before Threshold Books published my first Rumi translations, Open Secret, in 1984.5 The poetry remains an unfolding mystery. When I first began reading and rephrasing the Arberry translations in the fall of 1976, what I felt was a new freedom inside a wild presence. It was very soul-nourishing, a kind of practice for me.

I have a friend who works in prisons. She says the prisoners have a phrase they use among themselves for where they are: in medium. There is an old Sufi story about practices. A man is visited in prison by a friend who he hopes will help him escape by bringing a file or some tool for physically escaping, but all he brings is a prayer rug. He begins to do five-times prayer, and after a period he realizes that the place where his forehead touches the rug, the point called the qibla, is a diagram of the workings of the tumblers of the lock on his cell door. He escapes. I have been in the medium of this practice for thirty-four years.

Rumi often speaks of the bird who sits in the cage even though the cage door is open. He does not fly off. I sometimes feel like that bird. I was told by a teacher once that these translations are beautiful (“They have to be, for they are coming out of Rumi’s love”), but that there is a danger in them for me, because they could become “ecstatic self-hypnosis.” So it has sometimes been. My love for the beauty of the poetry has felt like enough, but it is not enough.

The poetry is meant to lead the listener into an experience, into a presence or presences. I have had a dream about this. I am being pointed into a cave by my friend the poet Galway Kinnell.6 His strong right arm extends toward the side of a mountain indicating the large entrance to a cave. Over the opening are words in fire, RASA SHAMSI. Rasa means “essence” in Hindi. I walk up and into the cave, along a passageway bending to the right, and come to a deep cylindrical shaft opening down and up. On the walls of the shaft are sages in meditation on ledge niches as though for giant candles. It is fire-lit and profoundly quiet. Maybe this internal cave community is the essence of Shams Tabriz. He is not physically there. A great square wooden chair, his seat, is empty. It faces out over the abyss. I am directed to sit on the left of the empty seat. Someone else will sit on the right. The feel of the great hall and the magnificence of the meditators are images that stay with me. I would claim that the presence of Shams was in the excitement I felt when I was first trying to bring Arberry’s scholarly translations over into the American free-verse tradition. It is a grandiose claim, and so be it.

I want to try and say something about my sense of what it is like inside a Rumi poem. Plotinus has a wonderful metaphor for the predicament of human consciousness: a net thrown into the sea. This is what we are with our longings, our works of art, our loves. We are the net. Soul is the ocean we are in, but we cannot hold on to it. We cannot own any part of what we swim within, the mystery we love so. Yet the longing we feel is there because of soul. To some degree we are what we are longing for. Some part of the ocean swims inside the fish. In Plotinus’s view the visible universe—the entire cosmos, nature, ourselves, and all that we do—is a net thrown into the ocean of soul:


The cosmos is like a net thrown into the sea, unable to make that in which it is its own. Already the sea is spread out, and the net spreads with it as far as it can, for no one of its parts can be anywhere else than where it is. But because it has no size, the Soul’s nature is sufficiently ample to contain the whole cosmic body in one and the same grasp.

—Ennead IV, Section 97



There is great poignancy and beauty and longing in the situation, and to paraphrase Plotinus again, as we begin to recognize that beauty, we become more beautiful ourselves.

Say The Shams is floating in the Plotinian ocean, a deepening, widening place of soul. The poems are being spoken spontaneously, perhaps in response to soul-growth questions in Rumi’s community. When we enter these poems, we enter a conversation in progress on the deepest human level. Soul is all around us, nourishing, illuminating, encouraging, as fine as light, but grounded in a specific friendship with a particular human being, a man named “The Sun,” who grew up in Tabriz. Radiant soul intelligence.

C. S. Lewis says that in reading great literature, we transcend ourselves, and we are never more ourselves than when we do that. We feel a buoyancy, an alchemical quintessence, a shimmering aliveness that is both still and in motion. Rumi’s originals have no titles in Persian, so the effect is even more watery. These are works in progress in a life in progress, oceanic living tissue, always reconfiguring itself. A music, in a dance around an enlightened being, or several enlightened friends, men and women. What a liveliness. You feel it coming through, even eight centuries later. The no-form joy of surrendered souls, playing. The poetry of The Shams is a connection to universal energy, the center itself. I feel that is true.

There is an interesting synchronicity between Rumi and Whitman. A year before he died, Whitman published a poem called “A Persian Lesson.” In it, a “greybeard Sufi” is talking to students in a Persian rose garden. Whitman gives the Sufi his own voice:


“Finally my children, to envelope each word, each part of the rest,

Allah is all, all, all—is immanent in every life and object,

May-be at many and many-a-more removes—yet Allah, Allah, Allah is there.




“Has estray wander’d far? Is the reason-why strangely hidden?

Would you sound below the restless ocean of the entire world?

Would you know the dissatisfaction? The urge and spur of every life;

The something never still’d—never entirely gone? The invisible need of every seed?




“It is the central urge in every atom,

(Often unconscious, often evil, downfallen,)

To return to its divine source and origin, however distant,

Latent the same in subject and in object, without one exception.”



Whitman, as the greybeard Sufi, and Rumi claim that there is a core impulse in all things to return to the source. Whitman and Rumi often speak with similar voices. It is appropriate to put Rumi into the Whitman free-verse lineage, which is the strongest strand of American poetry, and the most soul- and self-searching. But there are differences. Whitman, more often, is the beach-walking observer, whereas Rumi often proposes a risk. Danger is present:


Love comes with a knife ...

You have been walking the ocean’s edge,

holding up your robes to keep them dry.

You must dive naked under and deeper under,

a thousand times deeper. Love flows down.8



The lover in Rumi is the conductor who carries universal energy from the center to the periphery. The you in this poetry is that center. “Anything anyone says is your voice,”9 says the one speaking this poetry. The pronouns are the greatest mystery. Someone knocks on a door. Someone answers. The two become each other, and four hundred thousand. This is true of Whitman too. His great identity poem, Song of Myself, begins with I:


I celebrate myself, and sing myself,

And what I assume you shall assume,



and ends with you:


Missing me one place search another,

I stop somewhere waiting for you.



This complex, lifelong process, the blending of soul essences, is the pervasive experiment of Rumi’s poetry.








Part I

Odes (Ghazals)




Names for the Mystery

Rumi did not give his poems titles, nor are they divided in the standard editions, as here, into thematic categories. I have chosen to give the odes titles to make them more accessible to modern readers. The twenty-seven categories are meant to open new depths and dimensions in the poems. Eighteen are from the Sufi Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of Allah, in Arabic.1 All of those are preceded by a form of Al, the Arabic equivalent of “The.” The calligraphy was done by Mohamed Zakariya in the celi sülüs script, specially commissioned for this volume. Two of the categories are teachers I have met during my life, Bawa Muhaiyaddeen and Osho. Shams Tabriz is also one of the names for Mystery, as is the great Indian saint Ramana Maharshi. The other categories, of my own devising, are: Dissolving the Concept of “God,” Playing, Tenderness Toward Existence, Everything and Everyone Else, and the one that is implied in every list of the ninety-nine names, The Name That Cannot Be Spoken or Written.
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Chapter 1

Al-Fattah, The Opener




I have come to love the sound of the names of God. Al-Fattah is my favorite. The homemade American mystic Joe Miller used to stand up and yell Ya Fattah! (“O Opener!”) in an audience whenever he heard something he liked. There is an opening that is beyond thought. In Rumi’s poetry it is often associated with spring. It is in the soul’s life, that natural opening where we stay fresh and young. When we act out of mean-spiritedness, the closing up of the ego, we feel locked out of life. Rumi suggests that we “put the head under the feet.” We must not be led by the mind, but by a spontaneity in the heart-center, the soul, which is always starting out, beginning again. It cannot be said with words. Music and song do better.

JARS OF SPRINGWATER


Jars of springwater are not enough anymore.

Take us down to the river.

The face of peace, the sun itself.




No more the slippery cloudlike moon.

Give us one clear morning after another,

and the one whose work remains unfinished,

who is our work as we diminish,

idle, though occupied, empty, and open.



GOD IN THE STEW


Is there a human mouth that does not give out soul sound?

Is there love, a drawing together of any kind,

that is not sacred?




Every natural dog sniffs God in the stew.




The lion’s paw trembles like the rose petal.

He senses the ultimate spear coming.




In the shepherd’s majesty wolves and lambs tease each other.

Look inside your mind. Do you hear the crowd gathering?

Help coming, every second.




Still you cover your eyes with mud.

Watch the horned owl. Wash your face.




Anyone who steps into an orchard

walks inside the orchard keeper.




Millions of love-tents bloom on the plain.

A star in your chest says, None of this is outside you.




Close your lips and let the maker of mouths talk,

the one who says things.



UNDRESSING


Learn the alchemy true human beings know:

the moment you accept what troubles you’ve been given,

the door will open. 

Welcome difficulty as a familiar comrade.

Joke with torment brought by the friend.

Sorrows are the rags of old clothes and jackets

that serve to cover, then are taken off.

That undressing,

and the naked body underneath,

is the sweetness that comes after grief.



FLIGHTPATHS


Today I see Muhammad ascend.

The friend is everywhere, in every action.

Love, a lattice.

Body, a fire.

I say, Show me the way.




You say, Put your head under your feet.

That way you rise through the stars

and see a hundred other ways to be with me.




There are as many as there are

flightpaths of prayer at dawn.



MOUNTAINTOP TROUGH


We are here like profligates,

three camels with muzzles plunged in provender.




Other camels rage with their lips stuck out,

foaming, but they remain down below in the valley.




This windy mountaintop trough is ours.

It sustains and protects, and you do not arrive here

by just straining your neck to look at the mountain.




You must start out and continue on.

You have to leave the place

where everyone worries about rank and money,

where dogs bark and stay home.




Up here it is music and poetry and the divine wind.




Be the date tree that gave fruit to Mary,

the Let-it-be of her heart.




Say a small poem. Love the exchange.




An autumn willow has no fruit,

so how could it dance in the wind of Do-not-fear?

It rattles and talks with nothing to offer.




Give voice to a poem.

Let it end with praise for the sun,

and the friend within the sun.



OPEN WINDOW


How would it be if you appeared

in this open window?




It would be as though my hands and feet

were suddenly untied, and life was pouring back in.




I would say, I have not smiled

or laughed since you left.

Wine has had no effect.




And you would tease, Such melancholy.

It may be catching.




Then I would wrap my shroud around

and offer my neck to your blade.




Cure this headache permanently.

You are the soul light in my eyes.




Words drift out on the air.

Let the musicians play now.

The stringed instruments, the tambourine and drum,

since no reed flute is here today.



A NORTHERN WIND


Every second the question comes,

How long will you stay dregs?

Rise. Do not keep stirring the heavy sediment.

Let murkiness settle.




Some torches, even when they burn with spirit,

give off more smoke than light.




No matter how hard you stare into muddy water,

you will not see the moon or the sun.




A northern wind arrives that burnishes grief

and opens the sky.




The soul wants to walk out in that cleansing air

and not come back.




The soul is a stranger trying to find a home,

somewhere that is not a where.

Why keep grazing on why?




Good falcon soul,

you have flown around foraging long enough.




Swing back now toward the emperor’s whistling.



ENTRANCE DOOR1


How lover and beloved touch is familiar and courteous,

but there is a strange impulse in that

to create a form that will dissolve all other shapes.




Remember, the entrance door to the sanctuary

is inside you.




We watch a sunlight dust dance,

but nobody knows what music those particles hear.




Each of us has a secret companion musician to dance to.

Unique rhythmic play, a motion in the street

that we alone know and hear.




Shams is a king of kings like Mahmoud,

but there is not another pearl-crushing dervish Ayaz like me.



THE OPENER


Hangovers come with love,

yet love is the cure for hangovers.




A shrill pipe, and the battalion scatters.

Al-Fattah is here.




Bitter goes sweet in the mouth.

Lightning burns through cloud cover.




A water carrier’s call

becomes thunder on the desert road.




We are told to deepen.

As the storm of Shams Tabriz moves across the sky,

ocean waves lift and scour the shore.



THE SOURCE OF JOY


No one knows what makes the soul wake up so happy.

Maybe a dawn breeze has blown the veil from the face of God.




A thousand new moons appear.

Roses open laughing.




Hearts become perfect rubies like those from Badakshan.

The body turns entirely spirit.




Leaves become branches in this wind.

Why is it now so easy to surrender,

even for those already surrendered?




There is no answer to any of this.

No one knows the source of joy.




A poet breathes into a reed flute,

and the tip of every hair makes music.




Shams sails down clods of dirt from the roof,

and we take jobs as doorkeepers for him.



THE SILENT ARTICULATION OF A FACE


Love comes with a knife, not some shy question,

and not with fears for its reputation.




I say these things disinterestedly.

Accept them in kind.




Love is a madman, working his wild schemes,

tearing off his clothes, running through the mountains,

drinking poison, and now quietly choosing annihilation.




A tiny spider tries to wrap an enormous wasp.

Think of the spiderweb

woven across the cave where Muhammad slept.




There are love stories,

and there is obliteration into love.




You have been walking the ocean’s edge,

holding up your robes to keep them dry.




You must dive naked under and deeper under,

a thousand times deeper. Love flows down.




The ground submits to the sky and suffers what comes.

Tell me, is the earth worse for giving in like that?




Do not put blankets over the drum.

Open completely.




Let your spirit listen

to the green dome’s passionate murmur.




Let the cords of your robe be untied.

Shiver in this new love beyond all above and below.

The sun rises, but which way does the night go?




I have no more words. Let the soul speak

with the silent articulation of a face.



CRY OUT YOUR GRIEF


Cry out all your grief, your disappointment.

Say them in Farsi, then Greek.




It does not matter whether you are from Rum or Arabia.

Praise the beauty and kindness praised

by every living being.




You hurt and have sharp desire,

yet your presence is a healing calm.




Sun, moon, bonfire, candle, which?

Someone says your flame is about to be dowsed,

but you are not smoke or fire.




You are infinitely more alive. Say how that is.

This fluttering love will not stay much longer in my chest.




Soon it will fly like a falcon to its master,

like an owl saying Huuuu.



THE HEART ACTS AS TRANSLATOR


I went inside my heart to see how it was.

Something there makes me hear the whole world weeping.




Then I went to every city and small town,

searching for someone who could speak wisdom,

but everyone was complaining about love.




That moaning gave me an idea.

Go back inside and find the answer.

But I found nothing.




The heart acts as a translator

between mystical experience and intelligence.




It has its own inhabitants

who do not talk with someone just wandering through.




And remember. Muhammad said of the place

in human beings that we call the heart,

This is what I value.



WE ARE TIRED OF SECRET JOY


With the sacredness you give and describe,

turn us upside down,

that other people may know you are here.




We are tired of secret joy,

bashfulness and being ashamed.




Reasons for holding back fly off like doves.

You speak your subtle truth to this ring of blank faces,

and someone suddenly finds something in a pile of ashes.




Why am I talking?

You know what is happening.

Simply say it.




Walk around to each of us and pour the wine,

and spoon out that eggplant fricassee concoction.



FASTING


There is a hidden sweetness in the stomach’s emptiness.

We are lutes, no more, no less.

If the soundbox is stuffed full of anything, no music.

If the brain and belly are burning clean with fasting,

every moment a new song comes out of the fire.

The fog clears, and new energy

makes you run up the steps in front of you.

Be emptier, and cry like the reed instruments cry.

Emptier, write secret with the reed pen.

When you are full of food and drink,

Satan sits where your spirit should,

an ugly metal statue in place of the Kaaba.

When you fast, good habits gather like friends

who want to help. Fasting is Solomon’s ring.

Do not give it to some illusion and lose your power,

but even if you have, if you have lost all will and control,

they come back when you fast, like soldiers appearing

out of the ground, pennants flying above them.

A table descends to your tents, Jesus’ table.

Expect to see it when you fast, this table

spread with other food, better than the broth of cabbages.



IN THE ARC OF YOUR MALLET


Do not go anywhere without me.

Let nothing happen in the sky apart from me,

or on the ground, in this world or that world,

without my being in its happening.




Vision, see nothing I don’t see.

Language, say nothing. The way the night

knows itself with the moon, be that with me.

Be the rose nearest to the thorn that I am.

I want to feel myself in you when you taste food,

in the arc of your mallet when you work.

When you visit friends,

when you go up on the roof by yourself at night.




There is nothing worse

than to walk out along the street without you.

I don’t know where I’m going.

You are the road and the knower of roads,

more than maps, more than love.



THE TORRENT LEAVES


Rise up nimbly and go on your strange journey

to the ocean of meanings where you become one of those.

From one terrace to another through clay banks,

washing your wings with watery silt,

follow your friends. The pitcher breaks.

You are in the moving river, living water.

How long will you make clay pitchers

that have to be broken to enter you?

The torrent knows that it cannot stay on this mountain.

Leave, and do not look away from the sun as you go.

Through him you are sometimes crescent, sometimes full.



LOCKED OUT OF LIFE


Again it happens in my sleep.

A core of wakefulness opens.

But I have ways of ignoring that.




You say, How long will you beg from others,

when there are things born of you

that emperors want?




Why waste time in meanness?

Who else can say what you say to me?




If I could repeat it,

people passing by would be enlightened and go free.




You are an ocean in my chest,

where everyone changes places,

believer-unbeliever, cynic-lover, dervish-king.




Last night, you came to my sleep asking, How are you?




Locked out of life, waiting, weeping.



GRANITE AND GLASS


You are granite.

I am an empty wine glass.




You know what happens when we touch.

You laugh like the sun coming up laughs

at a star that disappears into it.




Love opens my chest,

and thought returns to its confines.




Patience and rational considerations leave.

Only passion stays, whimpering and feverish.




Some men fall down in the road like dregs thrown out.

Then totally reckless the next morning

they gallop out with new purposes.




Love is the reality,

and poetry is the drum that calls us to that.




Do not keep complaining about loneliness.

Let the fear-language of that theme

crack open and float away.




Let the priest come down from his tower,

and not go back up.



A GARDEN IS QUESTIONING THE DAWN2


Good health to you, my teacher,

wherever you are, source of beauty and trust.




How are you with these troubles we bring?

They wonder about you in heaven, in hell,

in pure soul and broad daylight.




Do you hear this flattery we sing to an empty sky?

Longing that comes with a crown,

Moses talking to Pharaoh,

blind hands feeling their way,

what do these things mean?




A garden is questioning the dawn.

Khidr’s secret springwater under a violent sky,

an ox standing here in the thick leather of his skin.




My soul sits in silence, and then asks again,

Where are you in all of this?



WHAT A FINE SONG


The first stork has come,

the soul-bird that brings us the clothing

of new leaves and roses that we call spring.




Joseph’s face rises in every well.

Last year, fruit fell.

Now the buried seeds from those

are opening their eyes underground.




A dungeon door loosens in the grass.

Marys who are ready to, become pregnant.

Men who have been quietly studying

lift their faces toward majesty.




You belong to us as flowers belong to a garden.

Each opening drinks in its share.

Then each like a mother cat carries a baby in its mouth,

taking it to the grandmother of roses.

Can you see them?




Now a bird with elegantly colored wings lights in a nearby tree

to sing the mystery of beginning again.

What a fine song that is.



SOUL SPRING


Everything visible has an invisible archetype.

Forms wear down and die. No matter.

The original and the origin do not.




Every fragile beauty, every perfect forgotten sentence,

you grieve their going away, but that is not how it is.

Where they come from never goes dry.

It is an always flowing spring.




Imagine soul as a fountain, a source,

and these visible forms as rivers that build

from an aquifer that is an infinite water.




The moment you come into being here

a ladder, a means of escape, is set up.




First, you are mineral, then plant, then animal.

This much is obvious, surely. You go on

to be a human developing reason and subtle intuitions.




Look at your body, what an intricate beauty

it has grown to be in this dustpit.




And you have yet more traveling to do,

the move into spirit,

where eventually you will be done with this earthplace.

There is an ocean where your drop 

becomes a hundred Indian Oceans.




Where Son becomes One. Be sure of two things.

The body grows old,

and your soul stays fresh and young.
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Chapter 2

Al-Jami, The Gatherer




The impulse comes to gather. The quality of how we are together, how we talk, this is our gift to the world, a breezy assembly of friends passing quickly through themselves into absence. We feel continuously amazed by the company we keep and how it keeps changing. The purpose of every gathering is discovered: to recognize beauty and to love what is beautiful. Conversation rises out of every particle. It is all alive. We live within love, and yet we run away. We do not know why. This is no ordinary friendship. Come to this empty table, a cleared place where something new can happen. When you take the hand of someone you love, what do those hands become? Waterbirds rise from one lake to find another. What does it mean to give up the soul? A river in spring flood, and we are the sun, all those varieties of light. Rumi’s invitation is still current:


Come, come, whoever you are,

wanderer, fire worshiper, lover of leaving.

This is not a caravan of despair.

It does not matter that you have broken your vow

a thousand times, still come,

and yet again come.



EVERYONE OUTDOORS TALKING


First day of spring, beginning a whole year of spring.

Everyone outdoors talking.




Rose to narcissus.

Have you seen that ugly raven’s face?




No. He has no interest in us.

That’s good news!




Pomegranate asks the apple tree for a peach.

All you loafers down at that end of the orchard,

you’re always wanting peaches.




You got to have a soul like Jesus

to be handed a peach.




Inside this ordinary banter come messages from the source,

from absolute absence.




The plants stretch new wings in the sun.

Cloud and fog burn off. Bless your heart.

That’s enough.




Sun moves into Aries permanently!

Come see me.

I will.

I’d like that.

But I can’t leave this!




Ground, soaked; sky full of candles.

Visions of fire and water alternating.




Drag your feet off the boat.

Look at him standing there.




I used to have mountain ranges in my chest.

Now it’s smooth plain.




Grief lives between the cat paws.

You can say eek-eek or gehk-gehk,

but there’s no way to escape.




Throw this cloth-making equipment into the fire,

the alphabet spindle that is stuck in your throat,

the cleft stick of your neck wrapped with thread.



A STORY THEY KNOW


It is time for us to join the line of your madmen 

all chained together.

Time to be totally free, and estranged. Time to give up our souls,

to set fire to structures and run out in the street.




Time to ferment.

How else can we leave the world-vat and go to the lip?

We must die to become true human beings.




We must turn completely upsidedown

like a comb in the top of a beautiful woman’s hair.




Spread your wings as a tree lifts in the orchard.

A seed scattered on the road,

a stone melting to wax, candle becoming moth.

On the chessboard the king is blessed again with his queen.




With our faces so close to the love mirror,

we must not breathe,

but rather change to a cleared place where the building was

and feel the treasure hiding in us.




With no beginning or end,

we live in lovers as a story they know.




If you will be the key,

we will be tumblers in the lock.



THE MEETING


When the friend opens the door and says,

You are here, please come in.

It is such a pleasure to give up talking

and listen to his long story about Khidr,

the guide of souls.




A tailor cuts cloth uniquely for each person.

Springs open in the center of the lake.

Trees move in the breeze that comes before dawn.




A nightingale sits in the rosebush and asks,

Who do you love? Tell me.

No one else is here.




The rose, So long as you are you, I cannot.

This is the passionate demand,

the one the burning bush made of Moses.




I am a sacred pool. Take off your shoes.

Wade in.

You are the essence of place and placelessness,

honored one. Take my hand.




The needle’s eye will not accept

a strand of thread that is folded double.




So it is with you.

You find yourself holding the royal bowl

and welcoming all to the banquet.




The sun stands in fire up to its chin,

so that we can have daylight.




When you take the hand of someone you love,

what happens to those hands?




Your darling comes, and you ask,

How can I help? Come here.




Reason wonders, Should I go?

And your loving, Should I run?




The one you love signals,

Yes. I want both of you.




The table is there. Sit down.

Choose the bright company.

Do not worry about food.




Now I pass to you this silence,

so that the alternations of night and day

with their flaming language

may finish the story.



LEAVING


Every moment love arrives from all sides,

but no more sightseeing.




We are leaving for pure emptiness,

traveling with friends we once lived with,

beyond angels, beyond spirit, to our home city of majesty.




Load up. Say goodbye to this dusty place.

A young luck rides at the head of us.




Giving up the soul is the main business of this caravan,

with the chosen one leading,

the one the moon came begging to.




A humble, delicate girl is following the fragrance of his hair.

The moon splits open. We move through,

waterbirds rising to look for another lake.




Or say we are living in a love-ocean,

where trust works to caulk our body-boat,

to make it last a little while,

until the inevitable shipwreck,

the total marriage, the death-union.




Dissolve in friendship like two drunkards fighting.




Do not look for justice here

in the jungle where your animal soul

gives you bad advice.




Drink enough wine so that you stop talking.

You are a lover, and love is a tavern

where no one makes much sense.




Even if the things you say are poems

as dense as sacks of Solomon’s gold,

they become pointless.



WE ARE THE SUN


We are a warm spell

that comes in a relentless winter.




We are the sun, with all the different kinds of light.

We are wind.




Doves when they call coo, where,

are looking for us.




Nightingales and parrots change their perches

hoping to be nearer to us.




Word of us reached the fish.

They swerved and leapt.




Waves from that stirring keep coming in.

The soul has been given its own ears to hear things

that the mind does not understand.




In the great spirit world Muhammad’s name

is called with his four friends,

Abu Bakr, Omar, Uthman, and Ali.




Those are our names too.

We have come out of slavery with bales of sugarcane.

No need to mention Egypt.




The sweetness of how we talk together

is what we crush and bring the world.



UNCLE OF THE JAR


Some talk of cup and jar and river

and how they depend on each other.




What flows in the river fills the jar,

but only a potter knows the state of the cup.

One drinks from the other.




We know what was in what by the residue.

Some naive people have not gotten close enough

to smell the musk, so they cannot judge.




But still they do, and others repeat

their lack of knowledge. What shall we call that?




Another time fragrance from a jar

drives thousands of Turks mad, and Hindus too,

or a witch rides the jar town to town

witch-laughing at the jarless witches.




It is best to follow some fragrance you catch

on your own, alone.




Let that take you to the face of someone

who has escaped from jars and cups.




You have heard the old saying among drunks,

I am the uncle of the jar.




Find one like that and sit down beside him.

There will be no inexperienced gossip,

no words at all maybe.




A silence resides in an empty jar as fragrance,

as a river in spring flood.

That is the jar you have been looking for.



ASYLUM


You that pour, ease up.

Our minds have moved to the asylum.




The jar’s rim, dark red, the town burning.

This comb has no handle, all teeth.




Each candle-moment there is a new moth.

Some people, when they hear

how the mind goes crazy in love, close down.




Their hearts contract. There is a confusion in surrender

that the intellect so hates it devises a key made of fire

to destroy the lock, the door, and the whole house.




But love’s madness has gone before,

and there is nothing left, no rooms, no door, no lock,

just this airy falling asylum of friends

that we call Shams.



A DELICATE GIRL


The terrible grief of being human,

let us drink it all, but with a difference.




We sit with Junnaiyd and Bestami.

The moon rising here cannot be covered with cloud.




There are no deaths for lovers.

Who is the self? A delicate girl that flows out

when we draw the sword of selfless action.




This earth eats men and women,

and yet we are sent to eat the world,

this place that tries to fool us with tomorrow.

Wait until tomorrow,

which we outwit by enjoying only this now.




We gather at night to celebrate being human.

Sometimes we call out low to the tambourine.




Fish drink the sea, but the sea does not get smaller.

We eat the clouds and evening light.

We are slaves tasting the royal wine.



BLADE


The soul of this community is coming toward us,

the sun on his forehead, wine jar in right hand, stride by stride.




Do not ruin this chance with politeness and easy promises.

The help we called for is here,

the invitation to join with great souls.




Any place we gather becomes a ceremony

on the way to the Kaaba, which means:

Pass quickly through your own being into absence.




The self of your name and fame secures you

with a new knot every moment.




Personal identity is a sheath. The creator of that, a sword.

The blade slides in and unites, worn covering

over bright steel, love purifying love.



STRANGE GATHERING1


This man holds up a tambourine,

and an entire musical mode comes out into the air.




Prepare to travel. Tie the pack, loosen the reins.

John the Baptist and David and Joseph

are turning somersaults.




Jesus and Moses watch Gabriel

by the door casting spells.




Abraham looks lost in his longing,

holding a sword over Ishmael and Isaac.

They bow down.




Muhammad says to God, My true brothers

are those who believe, though they do not see me.

I wish I could see them.




Abu Bakr, True. It is true.




Layla and Majnun, Husrev and Shirin

stay glass-bright in the world of pleasure.




Rustam, warrior. Hamza, Muhammad’s uncle.

Arrows, shield, and Ali’s sword,

who could stand against that blade,

or throw it and split the moon?




Hallaj here is love’s king.

He bows at the name of Shams Tabriz

and says again, I am the truth.




The soul is tremendously honored by that.



KEEP MOVING


Do you hear what the stringed instrument says about longing?




The same as the stick, I was once a green branch in the wind.




We are all far from home.

Language is our caravan bell.




Do not stop anywhere.

The moment you are attracted to a place,

you grow bored with it.




Think of the big moves you have already made,

from a single cell to a human being.

Stay light-footed, and keep moving.




Turkish, Arabic, Greek,

any tongue is a wind that was formerly water.




As a breeze carries the ocean inside it,

so underneath every sentence is, Come back to the source.




A moth does not avoid flame.

A king lives in the city.




Why should I keep company with owls

out here in the empty buildings?




If your donkey acts crazy and will not work,

apply the bullwhip to his head.

He will understand.




Do not try to love him back to his senses.

Whack him.



TREES


Spring, and no one can be still,

with all the messages coming through.




We walk outside as though going to meet visitors,

wild roses, trilliums by the water.




A tight knot loosens.

Something that died in December

lifts a head out, and opens.




Trees, the tribe gathers.

Who has a chance against such an elegant assemblage?




Before this power,

human beings are chives to be chopped,

gnats to be waved away.



WALKING OUT OF THE TREASURY BUILDING


Lord, the air smells good today,

straight from the mysteries of the inner courtyard,

a grace like new clothes thrown across the garden,

free medicine for everybody.




The trees in their prayer, the birds in praise,

the first blue violets kneeling.

Whatever came from Being is caught up in being,

bewildered, forgetting the way back.




One man turns and sees his birth

pulling separate from the others.

He fills with light, and colors change here.

He drinks it in, and everyone is shining with his beauty.

I cannot really say that I feel the pain of others,

when the whole world seems so sweet.




Face to face with a lion, I grow leonine.

Walking out of the treasury building, I feel generous.
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