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Epigraph

O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to thee. Amen.





Dedication

For Nhá Chica, Patrícia Casé, Edinho,

and Alcino Leite Neto





Epigraph

I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth,

that thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent,

and hast revealed them unto babes.

Luke 10:21, KJV
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Before We Begin

MAKTUB IS NOT A BOOK offering advice. It is an exchange of experiences.

Much of it consists of my master’s teachings over the eleven long years we have known each other. Other stories were given to me by friends or people whom I met only once but who left me with an unforgettable message. Finally, there are the books I’ve read and the stories that—as the Jesuit Anthony de Mello says—belong to the spiritual heritage of the human race.

Maktub was born out of a phone call from Alcino Leite Neto, then editor of the Folha de São Paulo color supplement. I was in the United States at the time, and I agreed to his proposal for a daily column with no clear idea about what I would write. I found the challenge exciting, though, and decided to go ahead with it; after all, to live means to take risks.

When I realized how much work was involved, I have to say that I almost gave up. What with frequent trips abroad to promote my books, the daily column became a real torment. However, all the signs were telling me to carry on: a letter from a reader, a comment made by a friend, someone showing me the clippings she had kept in her purse.

Slowly, I learned how to be more objective and direct in what I wrote. I had to do a lot of rereading, something I had always put off, but revisiting these stories brought me huge pleasure.

I began to take more careful note of my master’s words. I began to look at everything happening around me as another reason to write Maktub, and I found all this so enriching that, today, I am grateful to have had this daily task.

For this book, I have selected stories published in Folha de São Paulo between June 10, 1993, and June 11, 1994. Others were published in Warrior of the Light, and both Maktub and Warrior of the Light can be read as companions to The Alchemist.

In the preface to one of his books of stories, Anthony de Mello says this about the author’s role: “His task has been that of the weaver and the dyer. He takes no credit at all for the cotton and the thread.”

Neither do I.

Paulo Coelho





Maktub

THE TRAVELER IS SITTING IN the middle of the countryside looking at the modest house in front of him. He had been there before with friends, but all he had noticed then was the similarity between the style of that house and the style of a Catalan architect who had lived a long time ago and had never set foot in that place.

The house is close to Cabo Frio, in Rio de Janeiro, and is entirely built of discarded fragments. In 1899, its owner, Gabriel, had a dream in which an angel told him: “Build a house out of fragments.” Gabriel began collecting cracked tiles, plates, ornaments, and broken pots. “Every fragment transformed into something beautiful,” Gabriel said of his work. For the first forty years, the locals decided he must be mad, but when a few tourists discovered the house and began bringing their friends, then Gabriel became a genius. The novelty soon wore off, however, and Gabriel was once again relegated to anonymity. Nevertheless, he continued building his house, and when he was ninety-three, he put the final shard of glass in place and died.

The traveler lights a cigarette and smokes in silence. Today, he isn’t thinking about the similarity between Gabriel’s house and the architecture of Antoni Gaudí. He is looking at all those fragments and reflecting on his own existence, which, like that of everyone else, is made up of fragments of everything that has happened to him. At a certain point, though, those fragments begin to take shape.

And the traveler recalls a little of his past life as he reads the papers he is holding. These are fragments of his life too: experiences he lived through, unforgettable passages from books, his master’s teachings, stories told to him by friends or by others, as well as reflections on his own times and on the dreams of his generation.

Just like the man who dreamed that an angel visited him and then went on to build the house the traveler is looking at now, he is trying to put those papers in order so as to understand his own spiritual architecture. He remembers, as a child, reading a book by Malba Tahan entitled Maktub!, and he thinks:

“Perhaps I should do the same.”





THE MASTER SAYS:

When we sense that the time has come to change, we begin—unconsciously—to rerun a tape showing all our failures up until then.

And of course, as we grow older, our quota of difficult moments increases too. However, at the same time, experience has given us the means to overcome those defeats and find a path that will allow us to carry on. We need to include that on our mental video as well.

If we only watch the video of our failures, we will become paralyzed and unable to act. If we only watch the video of our successes, we will end up thinking we are much wiser than we really are.

We need both videos.





IMAGINE A CATERPILLAR. He spends much of his life on the ground, looking up at the birds, filled with indignation at both his fate and his appearance. “I am the most despicable of creatures,” he thinks. “Ugly, repulsive, condemned to crawl about on the earth.”

One day, though, Nature asks him to make a cocoon. The caterpillar is most alarmed; he has never made a cocoon before. He assumes he is building his own tomb and prepares to die. Still indignant at the life he has led so far, he again complains to God:

“Just when I’d finally gotten used to being me, You take away the little I have.”

In despair, he shuts himself up in the cocoon and awaits his end.

A few days later, though, he finds he has been transformed into a beautiful butterfly. He can fly about in the air and be admired by humans. He is surprised by the direction in which life has taken him and by God’s designs.





A STRANGER WENT to see the abbot of the Scetis monastery.

“I want to lead a better life,” he said, “but I can’t stop thinking about sinful things.”

Noticing that it was windy outside, the abbot said to the stranger:

“It’s very hot in here. Could you grab a piece of that wind and bring it in here to cool the room?”

“That’s impossible,” said the stranger.

“Just as impossible as it is to stop thinking about things that might offend God,” said the abbot. “But if you can say no to temptations, they won’t cause you any trouble.”





THE MASTER SAYS:

Whenever there is a decision to be made, it’s best just to go ahead and accept the consequences. You cannot possibly know in advance what those consequences might be.

The art of divination was intended to advise humankind, not to foresee the future. Divination is an excellent counselor, but a terrible prophet.

In the prayer that Jesus taught us, He says: “Thy will be done.” Whenever that will presents us with a problem, it always brings with it the solution.

If the art of divination had ever succeeded in seeing into the future, every diviner would be rich, married, and content.





THE DISCIPLE WENT to see his master.

“For years now I have sought enlightenment,” he said. “I feel I am very close now, but I want to know what my next step should be.”

“How do you earn your living?” asked the master.

“I’ve never yet had to earn my living, because my mother and father have always supported me, but that’s a mere detail.”

“Your next step is to look at the sun for half a minute,” said the master.

The disciple obeyed.

When he had done as he was told, he was asked by the master to describe the countryside around him.

“I can’t see a thing, because the sun blinded me,” said the disciple.

“A man who seeks only the light and hands all his responsibilities to others will never find enlightenment. A man who keeps his eyes fixed only on the sun will end up blind,” said the master.





A MAN WAS walking along a valley in the Pyrenees when he met an old shepherd. He shared his food with him, and they talked for a long time about life.

The man said that, if he were to believe in God, he would also have to believe that he had no free will, since God would govern his every step.

The shepherd then took him to a mountain pass, where every sound came back to them in the form of a perfectly clear echo.

“Life is like the walls of this mountain pass, and fate is the cry of each and every person,” said the shepherd. “Whatever we do will be carried up to God’s heart and returned to us in kind. God acts as the echo of our actions.”





MAKTUB MEANS “IT is written.” To Arabic speakers, though, this is not the best translation because, even if everything has already been written, God is merciful and only uses His pen and ink to help us.

The traveler is in New York. He wakes up late for an appointment, and when he goes out into the street, he finds that his car has been towed away by the police.

He arrives at his meeting late, lunch drags on for longer than necessary, and he’s worried about the fine. It will cost him a fortune. Suddenly, he remembers the dollar bill he found the previous day. He makes a crazy connection between the dollar bill and what happened that morning. “Perhaps I picked up the bill before it could be found by the person it was intended for. Perhaps I removed it from the path of someone who really needed it. Perhaps I interfered with what was written.”

He needs to get rid of it, and at that very moment, he sees a beggar sitting on the sidewalk. He quickly hands him the dollar bill.

“Just a moment,” says the beggar. “I’m a poet, and I want to repay you with a poem.”

“Make it short, because I’m in a hurry,” says the traveler.

The beggar says:

“If you’re still alive, that’s because you haven’t yet reached the place you’re supposed to reach.”





THE DISCIPLE SAID to his master:

“I’ve spent much of the day thinking things I shouldn’t think, wanting things I shouldn’t want, and making plans I shouldn’t make.”

The master invited the disciple to go for a walk in the woods near his house. On the way, he pointed to a plant and asked his disciple if he knew what it was.

“Belladonna,” said his disciple. “It can kill you if you eat the leaves.”

“But it can’t kill you if you just look at it,” said his master. “In the same way, negative thoughts can’t harm you as long as you don’t allow yourself to be seduced by them.”





A CHAIN OF mountains separates France and Spain. At the foot of those mountains is a village called Argelès, and in that village is a hill that leads down into the valley.

Every afternoon, an old man goes up and down that hill.

When the traveler went to Argelès for the first time, he didn’t really notice this. The second time, he did notice that he always passed the same old man. And each time he visited the village, he picked out more details: the man’s clothes, his beret, his walking stick, his glasses. Now, whenever he thinks about that village, he also thinks about the old man, who of course is quite unaware of this.

Only once did the traveler speak to him, asking in a jokey way:

“Do you think God lives in these lovely mountains all around us?”

“God,” said the old man, “lives wherever people allow Him in.”





THE MASTER MET up with his disciples one night and asked them to build a fire so that they could sit around it and talk.

“The spiritual path is like that fire,” he said. “Anyone lighting a fire first has to put up with a lot of dreadful smoke that irritates their lungs and makes their eyes water. Rediscovering one’s faith is the same. However, once the fire is lit, the smoke disappears, and the flames light up everything, bringing us warmth and peace.”

“And what if someone lights the fire for us?” asked one of the disciples. “And what if someone helps us to avoid the smoke?”

“Anyone who does that is not a true master because he can take the fire wherever he wishes or put it out whenever he wants. And since he hasn’t taught anyone how to light the fire, he could easily leave the whole world in darkness.”





A FRIEND OF mine decided to take her three children and go and live on a small farm in a remote part of Canada.

She wanted to devote herself entirely to spiritual contemplation.

In less than a year, she had fallen in love, remarried, studied the meditation techniques of the saints, campaigned for a school for her children to be built, made friends, made enemies, neglected her teeth, developed an abscess, hitched a ride in the middle of a snowstorm, and learned how to repair her car, unfreeze the pipes, make her alimony money last until the end of the month, live off benefits, sleep in an unheated house, laugh for no reason, weep tears of despair, build a chapel, do DIY jobs around the house, paint walls, and give courses on spirituality.

“I came to understand that a life of prayer doesn’t mean a life lived in isolation,” she says. “God’s love is so great that it needs to be shared.”
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