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      Hasan Shushud in 1967, Cranbrook, Michigan

      
        In memory of my dear master, Hasan Shushud
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        O my God, make me obliged to You.

Introduce me to Fenâ [Annihilation].

Reach me to Baka [Nothingness].

Bless me by the Glory of Ke-en Lem Yekün
      

      
        [As if it had never happened].
      

      HASAN LUTFI SHUSHUD

      

       

       

      
        Fate is not the slave of heart’s desire.

Existence is a means to reach Absence.

Our nanny is behind the curtain.

In fact, we are not here; those are our shadows.
      

      MEVLANA JALALUDDIN RUMI
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      Preface

      
        Opening the Door to Absence
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      Nevit O. Ergin

      This book is not intended to interfere with the pleasures of life here and now, nor is it intended to question the validity of any conflict of any size or shape.

      This book humbly attempts to address the eternal ignorances of the origin of life (birth), the end of life (death), and the in-between.

      Since all roads eventually end up on a dead-end street . . . since, in the words of Mevlana, we build constantly mud houses on the water, is life really worth living?

      Nevertheless, life is very precious. We have as our only capital, our body.

      This book presents a possible alternative to this dilemma. Instead of wasting life in time, throwing our body into the ground, it describes a way to go beyond time to immortality, a way to work with the body to reach Absence.

      My special thanks to Millicent Alexander, Andrew Moyer, and Meral Ekmekçioğlu for all of their support and dedication. Without them, this project would never have been born.

      

       

       

      
        Either be Iranian or Rum or Turk.

Learn the language of the Mute.
      

      MEVLANA JALALUDDIN RUMI

      From Gölpinarli’s Dîvân-i Kebîr Mevlânâ Celâleddin,
volume VII, Mütekaarib Maksür,

“Mefülü mefâilün feûlün,” page 662, verse 8787

    

  
    
      
        Meeting with Hasan Shushud
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      Nevit O. Ergin

      I was a young man traveling from Istanbul by bus with an acquaintance. It would be two hours before we were due to arrive at a small town at the northern part of the Bosporus. During this time I did all the talking. My companion, a middle-aged man who was dressed in an elegant, business-like way, listened. A few times the name of a mutual friend was mentioned. He had recently passed away and just before his death had asked this gentleman to introduce me to the person we were about to visit. My gentleman friend had promised to do so.

      The person we were to meet was named Hasan L. Shushud. I knew nothing about him except that on a few occasions when I was fasting and trying to hold my breath intentionally for a minute or two (I was doing this out of desperation and curiosity), this mutual friend mentioned the name of a person, adding, “He would certainly like to meet you.” He said nothing more than that. I didn’t think he would take this so seriously, like a last will at the end of his life.

      I was a young, arrogant snob, interested in metaphysics, literature, and philosophy. I knew a lot of people, but they were mostly artists, poets, and self-made philosophers whom I spent endless hours with, drinking wine and arguing new philosophical ideas of Europe or religious dogmas of the Middle East.

      One of my acquaintances was a theater critic who told me that one day his brother would like to meet me. The brother turned out to be a bank executive who belonged to an entirely different world, but felt he had a mission to introduce me to his friend.

      When we arrived at the house, which was very little and old and situated next to a small shrine with a white marble building, which made everything more interesting, a rather elderly, thin, white-haired man opened the door. He was well dressed and apparently waiting for us. With a faint smile he invited us in. Just before he closed the door, I noticed he looked up and down the street as if trying to see if anyone was watching us.

      The house was meticulously clean, well decorated with old antique furniture, carpets, and curtains, which were drawn. On the small tables were valuable lamps, and there was a library packed full of old books.

      He wanted me to sit next to him, almost within arm’s reach. I noticed his eyes, withdrawn, but very deep, dark, and powerful. In his oval-shaped face his eyebrows were bushy, the lips very narrow, and they carried a most beautiful, meaningful, intelligent smile. He spoke very softly and I noticed there were long pauses when he finished a sentence as if he was catching his breath. Later, I saw his face contract with a light spasm and a few drops of tears come after such a long, breathless period.

      If nothing else had been spoken that day, I knew at least one thing: When one holds his breath, I knew what would happen at the end. But on him this was spontaneous. After a few words about our deceased friend, he said I could ask some questions.

      If I had been somewhere else or someone else, I would have been glad to throw in many questions. But that day in that particular house, in front of this unusual man, I had a hard time finding any. Instead of asking questions, I started telling him about the books I had read, and mentioned several names that had influenced me. His look disappointed me, but I went on and on, telling all my frustrations. He was listening patiently, which made me aware of how trivial my talking was. I looked at the person who had brought me here and was now sitting silently, begging his help, wanting him to say something to save me. He just sat there silently.

      Our host understood my situation. He reached out to my hand, looked in my eyes, and said, “Have you ever thought, there are more things than books and people can ever give you?” Then softly he added, “You can reach new perception beyond yourself.”

      I asked, “How?”

      He smiled with his eyes half-closed. “You’ll know when the time comes.”

      “When?” I asked again.

      “Just the way the days end and night comes, seasons change, trees and flowers blossom, and grass grows.” Then, he added with that half-shy smile, “gradually, naturally.” He then asked me, “I hear you do fasting and holding your breath. How did you start?”

      I tried to summarize the events that had eventually led me into fasting. “All the talks, books, and schools haven’t changed me. It doesn’t matter if I think I exist, or I exist, then I think. I want more than that. I am tired of all this mental buffoonery.”

      He corrected me, “Mental abstraction. You want bodily abstraction.”

      I looked at his face with a big question mark.

      He said, “Yes, it is possible. You were born with talent, which is passive. You have to work for it, which is active. All I can suggest and promise you is lots of hunger, breathlessness, and when the time comes, you will go through a hell of suffering. This road of Itlak is paved with fire, which burns you while you travel it.” He paused and looked at me with those half-closed eyes, then after another period of breathlessness said, “This is not what you know. This is the way of Annihilation, Extinction.”

      That was the first time I had heard these words used that way. I was totally lost.

      He understood my confusion. He reached to my hand again. “Son,” he said softly, “don’t be discouraged with all these big words. With patience, with persistence, and with the help of God, you’ll experience them all.”

      I asked him again if there was anything I should read, just to get my Self familiarized with myself. He looked at me rather disappointedly. “Well,” he said, “I’ll send you a couple of pages if you leave your address.”

      When we left, I had no idea what I was getting into.

      I spoke very little with my companion. He was just happy to see his mission accomplished.

      But I felt mine was just beginning.

      A few days later, I received an envelope from Mr. Shushud. Inside were two typed pages of his writings, the book I had forgotten and left at his house, and a short note.

      “I didn’t ask your permission, but I am answering some of the questions in this book. I hope you’ll read it. You can stop by some Sunday at my house.”

      The book I had accidently left at his house was The Prophet by Khalil Gibran. In Hasan Shushud’s handwritten note, he had taken liberties with the text of this book by devising similar questions to those posed in The Prophet, and penning his own answers to those questions.

      A Poet said,

      Tell us about beauty.

      And he answered.

      Reach the Absence.

      You won’t need all the beauty.

      An old monk said,

      Tell us about Religion.

      He answered,

      Reach the Source of Religion.

      You’ll be exempt from Religion.

      It is time, they said,

      To question you about Death.

      And he answered,

      You are such

      That Life and Death

      Are your appearances.

      A young woman asked,

      Tell us about suffering.

      And he answered

      Nothing but suffering can purify us.

      Somebody asked,

      Tell us about our faults,

      And he answered,

      Your faults and virtues don’t count for much.

      A teacher asked,

      Tell us about teaching.

      And he answered,

      It is not by teaching or learning.

      It is by annihilation.

      A young man asked,

      Tell us of friendship.

      He answered,

      The one who really knows Himself

      Is in love with Himself.

      An astronomer asked,

      Tell us about time, oh, saint.

      And he answered,

      If you don’t experience timelessness,

      You don’t know time.

      An elder of the town asked,

      Tell us about good and bad.

      And he answered,

      Bad belongs to your existence.

      Good is your nothingness.

      One of the priests asked,

      Tell us about prayer.

      And he answered,

      Prayers are evidence of weakness and incompleteness.

      Have you forgotten your divine destiny?

      Then, a visitor, who came to town once in a while asked,

      Tell us about pleasure.

      And he answered,

      The only pleasure of Earth

      Is the detachment from Earth.

      A young bride asked,

      Tell us about marriage.

      And he answered,

      Marriage is the collision of two universes.

      And the mother who held a babe in her arms asked,

      Tell us about babies.

      And he answered,

      Your children are nothing but your extensions.

      A rich man asked,

      Tell us about giving.

      And he answered,

      You cannot give anything,

      Even if you try to give Earth and Heaven,

      They are illusions.

      And the grocer asked,

      Tell us about food.

      And he answered,

      Fasting is the food of saints and prophets.

      The two-page letter was not as easy to decipher. Although it was typed in Turkish, I had read it, then read it again, but still couldn’t understand it.

      I was a university graduate and thought I was very literate, but this writing was full of old Turkish, which is full of old Arabic-Farsi terms, and the content was extremely abstract.

      All I could understand was fasting and some kind of breathing were essential. Books and discussions were not. I didn’t understand much of anything about the suffering. Subconsciously, I didn’t want to get into it so much and I just left that part alone.

      I showed the letter to some of my close friends. They didn’t understand it either. One asked me if he could show it to his uncle. “Maybe,” he said, “he could explain it to us.” His uncle was an expert in these kinds of matters.

      A couple of days later, he brought Mr. Shushud’s letter back and told me his uncle was very much impressed and wondered how come the person who wrote this letter and who was obviously at a very, very high level of Sufism would send it to some novice like me.

      I wondered that, too. I realized I should keep silent and save the letter and any further communications from Mr. Shushud.

      I still wasn’t sure what it was all about. I was familiar with fasting because in this country, Turkey, one month of fasting is a common occurrence for most of the people. They just don’t eat or drink anything until sunset. Then they have everything they desire to eat or drink until they sleep. Even extending this type of fasting for a period longer than a month—if the person can tolerate it—is not an extraordinary concept. After several months, I had adjusted to this style of daily fasting without any hardship.

      I didn’t know any special way of breathing. I used to breathe rather fast and deep for a period of half a minute, then hold my breath as long as I could, which was sometimes one and a half to two minutes.

      What other requirements were needed for the way of Itlak? I could hardly wait for the following Sunday to ask Mr. Shushud.

      When I arrived, his room was very crowded. There was hardly a place to sit. He was very kind, brought a chair, and again had me sit very close to him.

      I was the youngest guest in the room. The others were middle-aged or older. There were a few women, but most were men. They seemed to know each other.

      Again, he was answering questions rather than giving a formal speech or lecture. Some of the people were writing down his answers.

      I kept quiet, though I didn’t understand most of the conversation. I also recorded some of his answers. (Thank God, I kept doing that for the rest of our meetings, which became historically important to me later.)

      Mr. Shushud was very patient, extremely modest, and he went out of his way to make everyone feel most important and welcome.

      When we were all ready to leave, I felt sorry that I hadn’t understood most of the conversation. I was extremely comfortable and happy there. Also, I couldn’t help but be amazed at all these hours of informal conversations with no earthly, moral advice, or any sign of sermon, formality, or hierarchy.

      No requirements other than fasting and breathing were mentioned.

      He quietly told me, just before I went out the door, “Son, I apologize that I couldn’t talk to you personally. Next time, instead of Sunday, you come on Saturday.”

      
[image: image]

      Nevit Ergin and Hasan Shushud in 1967, Cranbrook, Michigan

      I was so happy, I wanted to kiss his hand. Instead, he kissed mine.

      On the bus, I sat next to one of the elderly guests. He was well over seventy. He asked me how long I had known Mr. Shushud. I told him I had known him for just about a week.

      He looked in my eyes and said, “Do you know how lucky you are?”

      I didn’t answer.

      He continued, “I have known Mr. Shushud for the last forty years. We started almost together. I am now the same, except much older, but he has changed. I have probably read more books and listened to more talks. He did something else. I’m sorry I didn’t do the same.” Then he corrected himself, “I couldn’t do it.”

      “But,” I said, “you are still interested. You will eventually.”

      “No,” he answered, shaking his head. “It is too late. Maybe next time.”

      I didn’t specifically ask him what he meant. Did he believe in reincarnation? What was the thing he would do differently if he had a second chance?

      Somehow, I felt lucky to have met such a remarkable man as Mr. Shushud. I was twenty-six years old then. It was the beginning of a lifelong relationship.

      

       

      
        Editor’s Note
      

      
[image: image]

      Hasan Shushud radiates from this book and also shines luminously through its two other accounts of him: one found in the book’s center, a touchstone on your way, and the other account at its end. Each will give you further insights into this remarkable man and teacher. In between and all around, you will encounter stories written by Nevit Ergin, as well as various sayings and poems*1 that articulate the tenets of Itlak.

    The dreaminess that they proffer is offset by very practical questions and Ergin’s attempts to answer them (even though, in his view, there really are no questions—as you will discover yourself if you follow the path). At the end of the book, for the inquisitive reader, some additional biographical information on Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi, Hasan Lutfi Shushud, and Nevit O. Ergin can be found.

    May this book’s sweet, otherworldly bouquet cast an indelible spell and entice you to learn more about the wonders of Itlak.
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          On Sainthood and Prophethood
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            A Story: Gospel without Apostle
          
        

        
          
            Questions and Answers about Sainthood and Prophethood
          
        

         

      

      
       

      
        Sayings
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        Hasan Lutfi Shushud

        Although the religious associations and locations of Saints and Prophets can be problematic, one could easily realize that they are not ordinary people. They don’t work for wealth, success, and happiness for themselves. Instead they do for others.

        Sainthood is given to one who has annihilated “self.”1

        Sainthood is above the level of Prophethood. Some prophets have also acquired sainthood.2

        But generally speaking, Prophethood is cheap, while annihilation is costly.3

        Every saint has the informative or communicative function of prophecy.4

        The individuals who were born with a “saintly disposition” “manifest weariness of being” [vücûd bizarliği] in their early ages. Instead of walking dead-end streets, these Divine misfits stay away from the existential coma. When the time comes, they will meet the “right teacher” and pursue the real journey of Annihilation [ fenâ]. This is the escape from the dungeon of existence.5

        The seeker who possesses this disposition will sooner or later achieve sainthood through steadfast striving on this path.6

        But at a higher level of perception, one will be free from Prophethood as well as Sainthood.7

        “Self ” is born and dies. It is always in the hand and mercy of fate. The self is the source of all kinds of troubles, individual, national, international. This is a common knowledge of saints and prophets. How to annihilate the self? It is a technical matter, and it is a long journey.
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        Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi

         

        God made a revelation: O, my Messenger, He said,

Don’t sit anywhere but next to lovers.

Although your fire warms the whole world,

Once it is covered by ashes, it will be extinguished.8
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        St. John of the Cross

        Alas, who can ever heal me?

Oh, that you, my God,

May ever fully surrender yourself in truth to me.

Do not, I beg you, send any longer

Messengers who take your place

And do not know enough to tell my needs!

        
      

      
        
         

        A Story

        Gospel without Apostle
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        Nevit O. Ergin

        I woke up to the sound of a vacuum cleaner. It was 5:00 in the morning. I dashed out of my room. It was the Colonel vacuuming the living room.

        “What’s going on?” I asked. He noticed my annoyance.

        “The Commander is coming at 4:00 this afternoon. I’m getting ready for his inspection.” His voice was very serious.

        I couldn’t help but ask, “Why now?”

        “Sonny, he is very meticulous.”

        He liked to call me Sonny, even though my name wasn’t Sonny. I used to call him Colonel, but his name was Sanford. He was my grandfather, and we lived together. All I knew about him was that he was a retired colonel, a veteran of all kinds of wars. Later he got a dog, named him Sanford, and he became “Colonel” to everyone.

        “Can I go back to sleep?” I pleaded.

        “Sure, Sonny. Please get up at 8:00. We have a whole day ahead of us. I am enlisting you to help me prepare for the inspection.” He looked at my face and added, “Besides gaining the honor, you’ll be well compensated.”

        When I got up at 9:00, the Colonel wasn’t in the house. I found him in the backyard watering the plants. This was an every-morning ritual. He stopped at every tree and plant, looking at them, touching them, and talking to them before watering. A neighborhood black cat followed him faithfully during this inspection. While he filled the bird feeder with sunflower seeds, a few hungry squirrels and birds circled around.

        He addressed them seriously. “You guys pretend to do what comes natural to you, but no killing here. Do you hear me?” When I asked him once what would come natural to them, he replied, “I feed them, Sonny. There’s no reason for them to eat each other.” He added, “Man is the one who kills for no reason.”

        “Colonel, who is coming?” I asked.

        “I don’t know his name, but he’s the top of the top. The head guy,” he replied.

        “How do you know he’s coming?”

        “I saw him in my dream last night. He had so many stars, I couldn’t even count them. Someone yelled, ‘Attention,’ so I stood at attention. ‘Colonel,’ he said, ‘be ready tomorrow for inspection.’” My grandfather’s voice was trembling. I knew just remembering the dream made him excited.

        But I couldn’t help asking, “Why you?”

        “I don’t know,” he answered. “I was told he was looking for someone to help him.”

        The Colonel wanted to be sure everything was in perfect shape. He washed his car Blondie—a fifteen-year-old maroon Corolla. She was shining under the sun by the time he finished.

        “Sonny,” he said, “before the Commander comes, we have a few chores to do. Blondie’s oil needs to be changed, I need to get a haircut, and then our shirts need to be picked up from the dry cleaners.”

        I did the driving; he sat next to me. The barber, service station, and dry cleaners were all in the same shopping center. The owners of these places were all familiar to him. We left the car at the service station and walked to the barbershop. It was a little room around the back with a small barber sign next to the door. The barber, an old, fragile man, greeted the Colonel. There was a customer in the chair; many pictures of old airplanes were on the wall. The Colonel told me he used to be in the Air Force.

        After the customer left, the Colonel sat in the chair. He started the conversation, “First thing, how is your son?”

        “He’s still in jail,” the barber replied. I later learned that his young son, who had mental problems, had assaulted his neighbors. They locked him up and he was awaiting trial. The barber explained, “I’m telling the public defender, ‘this guy is sick, he needs his medication, his doctor.’ But no one will listen. They say it will take time to see a doctor. I wish I could get a good attorney for him. He doesn’t have money. Neither do I.”

        Then the Colonel asked exactly what I was afraid he would ask: “How much?” The barber stopped cutting his hair. “Come on now, Colonel, you can’t do that, I can’t ask that from you. Besides, you don’t have the money.” I was going to tell him he was right, but the Colonel insisted.

        The barber told him he didn’t know how much an attorney would cost for a case like that but he said he’d find out.

        After the haircut, just before we left, the Colonel gave the barber one hundred dollars. Later I said, “That was a very expensive haircut.” He didn’t reply.

        We then went to the dry cleaners. A Chinese woman gave us my shirts, but she couldn’t find the Colonel’s. That moving rail turned and turned, stopping time by time. They searched all over, but the Colonel’s shirts were nowhere to be found. The Chinese lady was getting frustrated, and after ten minutes she gave up.

        “Sir,” she said hopelessly, “I can’t find them.” The Colonel was watching all of this, feeling very sorry for her. “Don’t worry, it happens to all of us. What’s our bill?”

        “I’ll charge you for his shirts and buy you two new ones,” she said apologetically.

        “No, no,” the Colonel insisted, “you don’t buy me anything. I’ll pay for the laundry of my shirts.” Despite the woman’s resistance, he paid for everything.

        The car was ready at the service station. With the oil change and new filters, the bill came to around forty dollars. The owner and the Colonel exchanged a few jokes, and we started on our way home. After a few miles, I heard some noises coming from the engine. I mentioned it to the Colonel, but he just said, “It’s the new oil.” The noises got louder and the smell of burnt oil filled the car. I turned back and we barely made it to the service station. We found out that after emptying out the dirty oil, the mechanic had forgotten to put in the new oil. He said it was a serious problem now and we’d have to leave the car.

        The owner was blaming the mechanic, but the Colonel said, “He didn’t do it intentionally. We shouldn’t make him feel guilty.” The owner looked at my face, and I looked at him. The mechanic left. I asked how long it would take. The owner said he would call us. He offered to charge only for parts and not labor, and the Colonel agreed immediately. The owner then took us home.

        While resting in the backyard, I said, “What a day. Can we take Sanford for a walk on the beach?” Taking the dog for a walk on the beach was always the Colonel’s routine.

        We were late; the early spring coolness was in the air. After walking on the levy with Sanford, who was on a leash all the time, the Colonel sat in the place he always sat. There was a low tide; the sea was at least a hundred yards out from the beach. Pockets of seawater had been left behind, leaving all kinds of moss, weeds, and small creatures along the sand. There were birds of all shapes and sizes helping themselves.

        The Colonel looked at the “killing field,” as he called it. I didn’t see it that way; they were feasting. “There’s got to be a better way,” he said. He never believed the most Benevolent Almighty set the survival of the species as a predator-prey relationship. The Colonel created microcosms of the Universe with labor and sacrifices in his backyard, feeding the birds and the animals and watering the plants. He probably knew his Utopia was his selfish dream; he should have no right to extend this behavior to the real world.

        He took the leash off the dog and let Sanford free. Without hesitation, the dog ran down the levy, directly toward the beach. The Colonel was surprised and watched the dog rush toward the birds. A flock of small birds took off. Sanford did not stop; without changing
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