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ABOUT THE BOOK

The cry of the soul in love with God has never been more eloquently expressed than by the great Persian Sufi master Jalaluddin Rumi (1207–1273). Readers have thrilled to his ecstatic songs of divine union for more than eight hundred years. Here is a collection of the best of Rumi’s poetry.

JALALUDDIN RUMI (1207–1273) was not only a poet, mystic, and the founder of a Sufi order, he was a man of profound insight into the nature of human existence and possibly the greatest mystical poet of any age.

KABIR HELMINSKI is the author of Living Presence: A Sufi Way to Mindfulness and the Essential Self,  as well as the translator of numerous books of Sufi literature and especially Rumi. He is the codirector, with his wife, Camille Helminski, of the Threshold Society, a nonprofit organization dedicated to sharing the knowledge and practice of Sufism. As the publisher of Threshold Books for some twenty years, he was largely responsible for making Rumi the most widely read poet of our time. As a producer and writer of Sufi music, he has gained recognition for numerous recordings, including his own Garden within the Flames.  He is a representative of the Mevlevi tradition founded by Jalaluddin Rumi.
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The Logos is digging a channel

for water to reach the next generation.

During every generation

there is one who brings the word of God;

still the sayings of those

who have come before are helpful.

MATHNAWI III, 2537–2538
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INTRODUCTION

Our Master Jalâluddin

Who is this Rumi who has become one of the most popular voices on the contemporary literary and spiritual scene? Why does he speak so compellingly to our sensibilities at this time? What need does he fill? What wound does he help to heal? How is it that a thirteenth-century Islamic saint should become the darling of so many who profess an interest in neither poetry nor spiritual discipline? In the mosques, in academia, in the cafés, and in the studios of Hollywood people are reading and, moreover, quoting Rumi.

There is no doubt that he is one of the great literary figures of all time. Within Islamic cultures, especially from the Balkans, through Turkey, Iran, to Pakistan and India, he is deeply loved. His works include a massive collection of lyric poems (ghazels and rubaiyat) as well as the six-volume Mathnawi, a collection of rhymed couplets that weaves together a rich fabric of stories, humor, and spiritual teaching.

The pivotal event in Rumi’s life was his meeting with an enigmatic, peripatetic saint named Shamsi Tabrizi. Their encounter somehow kindled a creative and spiritual fire in Rumi that burned for the rest of his life. Rumi saw a reflection of the Divine in Shams; through this relationship, Rumi experienced the Divine with an unprecedented power. In some of Rumi’s more ecstatic verses the boundaries between the Divine and the human are blurred. Yet Sufis have always maintained a fastidious distinction between the servant (the human being) and Lord (the Divine). In the mysticism of Islam there is no room for idolatry, material or human.

It is a poetic tradition, especially in the odes and quatrains, to push the metaphors of sensual love and intoxication to their limits, for nothing else can convey the overwhelming nature of the encounter with the Divine. In our Western literary tradition we have not been prepared for this union of the sensual and the spiritual. Our own cultural history has bifurcated: religion in one direction and literature in another. The division was much less pronounced within Islam—in fact, it was practically nonexistent. The Sufis, especially, were neither puritanical nor sensually indulgent. They followed the middle way of Muhammad, which included marriage, a socially useful livelihood, and a life “in the world but not of it.”

In Rumi we have a model of the potential harmony between the physical and the spiritual, the heart and the mind, the finite and the Infinite, the human and the Divine. Rumi was not a narrowly “religious” personality, nor was he a proponent of some form of mystical eroticism, nor was he a Promethean rebel. It would surprise many that this passionate and ecstatic man of God made a living during his entire life partly through legal consultations within the framework of Islamic law. He prayed and fasted as any Muslim would, but he challenged the hypocritical and one-dimensional “religion” that is always the enemy of real spirituality.

Mevlâna Jalâluddin Rumi penetrated to the heart of Reality and returned with the fragrance and flavor of Truth. Not only is he one of the greatest literary geniuses, but, perhaps more importantly, he also addresses the most important subject that can be addressed: the human being’s relationship with the Divine, with Truth itself. While entertaining, inspiring, informing, and subtly guiding us, Rumi’s words touch us at the level where we most need to be touched: the very depths of our hearts.

In doing so, Rumi never places himself in an exalted position in relation to his readers. He is a human being like us, though perhaps more patient, more humble, more forgiving, more flexible than most. This is another aspect of his greatness: that there was no discrepancy between his words and his life.

His humanness and his approachability, however, may mislead us if it causes us to reduce his thought to our own level. Yet we can only begin where we are, and everyone takes from Mevlâna what she or he can. Our culture, I am sure, is only beginning to understand what is contained in Rumi, and the challenge we face is to be able to map his insight and wisdom to our own human experience.

Kabir Helminski

Postscript: Much of this material has been published before, although the quatrains are new, as well as “The Tale of the Bedouin and His Wife.” Many of the poems that had no titles have been given titles, and I have revised about fifteen percent of the previously published material.
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33

In comfort and abundance the Friend raised me.

With vein and skin He tailored this ragged body.

It’s just a robe worn by a Sufi, the heart.

The whole universe is a khaneqah1 and He is my Shaikh.

36

When I am with you our loving

won’t let me sleep.

Away from you the tears won’t let me sleep.

God, it’s amazing to be awake both nights,

But how different these awakenings are!

42

I have no companion but Love,

no beginning, no end, no dawn.

The Soul calls from within me:

“You, ignorant of the way of Love,

set Me free.”

51

I dreamed of the most exquisite Cupbearer,

a glass of red elixir in hand,

perfect in servanthood.

Could this be our real master?

55

The lover is forever like a drunkard

whose secrets spill out,

forever mad, frenzied, and in love.

To be self-conscious is to worry about everything,

but once drunk, what will be will be.

57

Love is the path and direction of our Prophet.

We are born from Love; Love is our mother.

O Mother, hidden behind the body’s veil,

concealed by our own cynical nature.

62

If you desire the self, get out of the self.

Leave the shallow stream behind

and flow into the river deep and wide.

Don’t be an ox pulling the wheel of the plow,

turn with the stars that wheel above you.

67

At times I would say I had self-control.
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