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I am very grateful for the response this book has had since its publication in 1995 and for the opportunity to add a gift of eighty-one new, never-published-anywhere, poems to this re-issue of The Essential Rumi. I don’t tire of working on Rumi’s poetry. It keeps unfolding its wisdom as I grow more open to what is given.

We cannot say much about love at first sight. It happens, and we live in the wake of a new life. Dante and Beatrice. Rumi and Shams. It’s a different level of soul-connecting, of course, but I have wondered why, on first looking into Arberry’s Rumi, I felt such an opening of my heart, a sense of reckless longing, an expansion of my sense of what’s possible in a poem, and in a life. Carl Jung would say that I encountered a form, or an expression, of my anima.

Twenty-eight years afterward I would claim that I felt the wild presence of Shams. Rumi acknowledges Shams as the source of the big red book of ghazals (odes) and rubai (quatrains) he calls The Works of Shams of Tabriz. Some refer to it simply as The Shams. Part of the love-mystery explored in Rumi’s poetry is how presences flow together, evolve, and create in tandem. The heart is a river, and I felt the motion of it in their friendship. Rumi’s ghazals intend to restore the conversation they engaged in. In their grief and joy the poems do that, even at this distance and even after having endured the indignity and betrayal of translation. Whatever the attraction was in 1976, it was not scholarly curiosity. His poems have never been for me, or for most readers, museum curios from the thirteenth century. They are food and drink, nourishment for the part that is hungry for what they give. Call it soul.

I used to be uncomfortable using words like soul and heart, and I still am. They seem imprecise, loaded with churchy schmaltz and ministerial ease, to say nothing of their dilution in popular culture. But now I feel like I can say so little about anything that I may as well flail about with stage props. I even feel myself edging toward that dry modifier, metaphysical. Bliss, though, is still off-limits, as in blissed out.

But consider emptiness. Rumi loves the image of a cleared site, a scoured place where a village was before the flood erased all trace. An absence where everything becomes essential, each sound distinct and bare, and clear. Emptiness is what we hear in an old blues singer or a jazz soloist. Rumi calls it the grief that lovers feel. He suggests that word-men be quiet and listen for that. His poems help us feel what living in the ruins is like, in the blank state of knowing nothing, of loving one we do not know and have never met, yet who is deeply familiar. Heartbroken, wandering, wordless, lost, and ecstatic for no reason. It’s the psychic space his poems inhabit.

Longing is a shape for this emptiness. In a ghazal by Jelaluddin Rumi love is nakedly exposed and restless like a mountain creek, like sunlight moving around a winter room. Emptiness is where his sama leads us, sama being the deep listening to poetry and its surround of music and movement. Within sama one remembers the dissolution of the ego and the non-attachment of the heart. Rumi explores many images for this place, presence, this unnameable state.

The empty heart as revealed in Rumi’s odes is a composite experience of many valences—praise, complaint, majesty, stubbornness, generosity, splendor, bitterness, hesitation, and union. The poems were very new to me in 1976. They did not care about understanding, or memorializing, a moment. Mind and personality were barely there—vague, dissolving paradigms. The poems lived free of purpose, free of time and space in a kind of pure sailing.

In those first months of discovering Rumi I would go down after teaching to the Bluebird Restaurant in Athens, Georgia, and have tea. Sitting there in the late fall afternoon, working with Arberry’s scholarly translations, was such a relief after making sense all day. This poetry could not possibly be explicated! I loved the unpredictable spontaneity, the push-pull of great tenderness and great loneliness, of living beyond psychology, of drifting at ease inside the unsayable. Sometimes the poems seemed to take place on the porch of a madhouse. They stepped out of the normal with an almost inhuman energy. Other times they felt exhausted.

No one can say what such friendship is. In the commingling I heard a voice saying something close to my own sense of failure, joy, grief, ecstasy. Why is it so difficult to say the content of Rumi’s ghazals? I feel happy inside them, continuous, whole, in the simplicity of just taking in sunlight, no pretext, no excuse, empty in the present moment.

The Hebrew word, makom, refers to the sacred as a location. One can live in the heart. Rumi’s odes speak from there and invite us in as though to a galactic residence of inferiority. I felt drawn to the vast beauty of that.

Because of these troubles we are living in, I want to call attention again to Rumi’s role as a bridge between religions and cultures. Everyone knows the story of how representatives from all faiths came to his funeral. His presence and his poetry was, and is, inclusive, allied with the impulse to praise and recognize every being and every moment as sacred. Interfaith hardly reaches the depth of his connecting. Rumi speaks from the clear bead at the center.

The religions of the world are luminous in their individuality, and they have valuable social and soulmaking functions. Surely someday we will quit killing each other over their different strategies. But let us be honest. I have no hope, nor do you, that the Middle East warring (or anywhere else) will stop in this lifetime or in our grandchildren’s. No hope. But perhaps hope is overrated. Who needs it. Let us continue on with our battered guidon, which has no recognizable insignia. As Whitman advises us in the 1855 preface to Leaves of Grass:


Argue not concerning God,… re-examine all you have been told at church or school or in any book, dismiss whatever insults your soul….



I say that the exclusivity of most of the organized religions does insult the soul. We must be open enough to assimilate the insights of indigenous cultures as well as those of the Abrahamic religions, to glory in the clarity of Rinzai and Bodhidharma as well as that of the dreamtime drawings. Joseph Campbell teaches us this. It feels mean-spirited and academic to dismiss as “syncretic” Rumi’s healing universal tolerance. His place among world religions is as a dissolver of boundaries. He is the ocean that acknowledges oneness (the seawater) over the multiplicity of waves (our individual circumstances).

Mystical poetry can be a subject for study, but in its essential nature it is not something to locate or describe within a cultural context. It is a way to open the heart, as a Sufi master, or any enlightened being, is a door to the radiant depth of the self.

I obviously am not trying to place Rumi in his thirteenth century locus. That is fine work, and I am grateful for those who do it. My more grandiose project is to free his text into its essence.

I went to Konya for the first time in 1984. I went alone and somehow managed to lose my passport. I’m not sure how I checked into the Seljuk Hotel without it, but I did. It was early evening. I walked to Shams’ tomb and then to Rumi’s, the way you are supposed to. Ambling back on the main street, I came upon a visionary nutcart, lit with glorious lanterns and heaped with perfect pyramids of every kind of nut in elegant wooden compartments. I bought a quarter’s worth, which turned out to be a newspaper cone full of pistachios. Wonderful, impossible abundance. As I walked into the hotel, a crowd of men were sitting in rows on sofas watching the television. There were no sets in the rooms then. One of them shouted Bul Duc! Then they all chimed in randomly, laughing, bul duc, bul duc. It means “I found it” in Turkish. Eureka. It was also the name of the hotel in Ankara that I had stayed in the previous night. They had found my passport at the I Found It Hotel. The appropriate ceremony occurred to me at once. Beginning at the front right, I went from row to row in the darkened hotel lobby bowing to each and holding out the newspaper spiral, Please. The light green nut, the pistache American. So in that spirit, this new Essential. Take as much as you want. It will go around.

Coleman Barks
December 17, 2003
Athens, Georgia
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Persians and Afghanis call Rumi “Jelaluddin Balkhi.” He was born September 30, 1207, in Balkh, Afghanistan, which was then part of the Persian empire. The name Rumi means “from Roman Anatolia.” He was not known by that name, of course, until after his family, fleeing the threat of the invading Mongol armies, emigrated to Konya, Turkey, sometime between 1215 and 1220. His father, Bahauddin Walad, was a theologian and jurist and a mystic of uncertain lineage. Bahauddin Walad’s Maarif, a collection of notes, diarylike remarks, sermons, and strange accounts of visionary experiences, has shocked most of the conventional scholars who have tried to understand them. He shows a startlingly sensual freedom in stating his union with God. Rumi was instructed in his father’s secret inner life by a former student of his father, Burhanuddin Mahaqqiq. Burhan and Rumi also studied Sanai and Attar. At his father’s death Rumi took over the position of sheikh in the dervish learning community in Konya. His life seems to have been a fairly normal one for a religious scholar—teaching, meditating, helping the poor—until in the late fall of 1244 when he met a stranger who put a question to him. That stranger was the wandering dervish, Shams of Tabriz, who had traveled throughout the Middle East searching and praying for someone who could “endure my company.” A voice came, “What will you give in return?” “My head!” “The one you seek is Jelaluddin of Konya.”

The question Shams spoke made the learned professor faint to the ground. We cannot be entirely certain of the question, but according to the most reliable account Shams asked who was greater, Muhammad or Bestami, for Bestami had said, “How great is my glory,” whereas Muhammad had acknowledged in his prayer to God, “We do not know You as we should.”

Rumi heard the depth out of which the question came and fell to the ground. He was finally able to answer that Muhammad was greater, because Bestami had taken one gulp of the divine and stopped there, whereas for Muhammad the way was always unfolding. There are various versions of this encounter, but whatever the facts, Shams and Rumi became inseparable. Their Friendship is one of the mysteries. They spent months together without any human needs, transported into a region of pure conversation. This ecstatic connection caused difficulties in the religious community. Rumi’s students felt neglected. Sensing the trouble, Shams disappeared as suddenly as he had appeared. Annemarie Schimmel, a scholar immersed for forty years in the works of Rumi, thinks that it was at this first disappearance that Rumi began the transformation into a mystical artist. “He turned into a poet, began to listen to music, and sang, whirling around, hour after hour.”

Word came that Shams was in Damascus. Rumi sent his son, Sultan Velad, to Syria to bring his Friend back to Konya. When Rumi and Shams met for the second time, they fell at each other’s feet, so that “no one knew who was lover and who the beloved.” Shams stayed in Rumi’s home and was married to a young girl who had been brought up in the family. Again the long mystical conversation (sohbet) began, and again the jealousies grew.

On the night of December 5, 1248, as Rumi and Shams were talking, Shams was called to the back door. He went out, never to be seen again. Most likely, he was murdered with the connivance of Rumi’s son, Allaedin; if so, Shams indeed gave his head for the privilege of mystical Friendship.

The mystery of the Friend’s absence covered Rumi’s world. He himself went out searching for Shams and journeyed again to Damascus. It was there that he realized,


Why should I seek? I am the same as
he. His essence speaks through me.
I have been looking for myself!



The union became complete. There was full fana, annihilation in the Friend. Shams was writing the poems. Rumi called the huge collection of his odes and quatrains The Works of Shams of Tabriz.

After Shams’s death and Rumi’s merging with him, another companion was found, Saladin Zarkub, the goldsmith. Saladin became the Friend to whom Rumi addressed his poems, not so fierily as to Shams, but with quiet tenderness. When Saladin died, Husam Chelebi, Rumi’s scribe and favorite student, assumed this role. Rumi claimed that Husam was the source, the one who understood the vast, secret order of the Mathnawi, that great work that shifts so fantastically from theory to folklore to jokes to ecstatic poetry. For the last twelve years of his life, Rumi dictated the six volumes of this master-work to Husam. He died on December 17, 1273.
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The design of this book is meant to confuse scholars who would divide Rumi’s poetry into the accepted categories: the quatrains (rubaiyat) and odes (ghazals) of the Divan, the six books of the Mathnawi, the discourses, the letters, and the almost unknown Six Sermons. The mind wants categories, but Rumi’s creativity was a continuous fountaining from beyond forms and the mind, or as the sufis say, from a mind within the mind, the qalb, which is a great compassionate generosity.

The twenty-eight divisions here are faint and playful palimpsests spread over Rumi’s imagination. Poems easily splash over, slide from one overlay to another. The unity behind, La’illaha il’Allahu (“there’s no reality but God; there is only God”), is the one substance the other subheadings float within at various depths. If one actually selected an “essential” Rumi, it would be the zikr, the remembering that everything is God. Likewise, the titles of the poems are whimsical. Rumi’s individual poems in Persian have no titles. His collection of quatrains and odes is called The Works of Shams of Tabriz (Divani Shamsi Tabriz). The six books of poetry he dictated to his scribe, Husam Chelebi, are simply titled Spiritual Couplets (Mathnawi), or sometimes he refers to them as The Book of Husam. The wonderfully goofy title of the discourses, In It What’s in It (Fihi Ma Fihi), may mean “what’s in the Mathnawi is in this too,” or it may be the kind of hands-thrown-up gesture it sounds like.

All of which makes the point that these poems are not monumental in the Western sense of memorializing moments; they are not discrete entities but a fluid, continuously self-revising, self-interrupting medium. They are not so much about anything as spoken from within something. Call it enlightenment, ecstatic love, spirit, soul, truth, the ocean of ilm (divine luminous wisdom), or the covenant of alast (the original agreement with God). Names do not matter. Some resonance of ocean resides in everyone. Rumi’s poetry can be felt as a salt breeze from that, traveling inland.

These poems were created, not in packets and batches of art, but as part of a constant, practical, and mysterious discourse Rumi was having with a dervish learning community. The focus changed from stern to ecstatic, from everyday to esoteric, as the needs of the group arose. Poetry and music and movement were parts of that communal and secretly individual work of opening hearts and exploring the mystery of union with the divine. The form of this collection means to honor the variety and simultaneity of that mystical union.

Most of the facts, dates, and chew-toys for the intellect are stashed in the Notes.

Rumi puts a prose prayer at the beginning of each book of the Mathnawi. Here’s the blessing he gives before Book IV.

Praise to Early-Waking Grievers


In the name of God the Most Merciful, and the Most Compassionate.

This is the fourth journey toward home, toward where the great advantages are waiting for us. Reading it, mystics will feel very happy, as a meadow feels when it hears thunder, the good news of rain coming, as tired eyes look forward to sleeping. Joy for the spirit, health for the body. In here is what genuine devotion wants, refreshment, sweet fruit ripe enough for the pickiest picker, medicine, detailed directions on how to get to the Friend. All praise to God. Here is the way to renew connection with your soul, and rest from difficulties. The study of this book will be painful to those who feel separate from God. It will make the others grateful. In the hold of this ship is a cargo not found in the attractiveness of young women. Here is a reward for lovers of God. A full moon and an inheritance you thought you had lost are now returned to you. More hope for the hopeful, lucky finds for foragers, wonderful things thought of to do. Anticipation after depression, expanding after contraction. The sun comes out, and that light is what we give, in this book, to our spiritual descendants. Our gratitude to God holds them to us, and brings more besides. As the Andalusian poet, Adi al-Riga, says,

I was sleeping, and being comforted
by a cool breeze, when suddenly a gray dove
from a thicket sang and sobbed with longing,
and reminded me of my own passion.

I had been away from my own soul so long,
so late-sleeping, but that dove’s crying
woke me and made me cry. Praise
to all early-waking grievers!

Some go first, and others come long afterward. God blesses both and all in the line, and replaces what has been consumed, and provides for those who work the soil of helpfulness, and blesses Muhammad and Jesus and every other messenger and prophet. Amen, and may the Lord of all created beings bless you.
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Whoever Brought Me Here Will Have to Take Me Home

ON THE TAVERN


In the tavern are many wines—the wine of delight in color and form and taste, the wine of the intellect’s agility, the fine port of stories, and the cabernet of soul singing. Being human means entering this place where entrancing varieties of desire are served. The grapeskin of ego breaks and a pouring begins. Fermentation is one of the oldest symbols for human transformation. When grapes combine their juice and are closed up together for a time in a dark place, the results are spectacular. This is what lets two drunks meet so that they don’t know who is who. Pronouns no longer apply in the tavern’s mud-world of excited confusion and half-articulated wantings.

But after some time in the tavern, a point comes, a memory of elsewhere, a longing for the source, and the drunks must set off from the tavern and begin the return. The Qur’an says, “We are all returning.” The tavern is a kind of glorious hell that human beings enjoy and suffer and then push off from in their search for truth. The tavern is a dangerous region where sometimes disguises are necessary, but never hide your heart, Rumi urges. Keep open there. A breaking apart, a crying out into the street, begins in the tavern, and the human soul turns to find its way home.

    It’s 4 A.M. Nasruddin leaves the tavern and walks the town aimlessly. A policeman stops him. “Why are you out wandering the streets in the middle of the night?” “Sir,” replies Nasruddin, “if I knew the answer to that question, I would have been home hours ago!”



WHO SAYS WORDS WITH MY MOUTH?


All day I think about it, then at night I say it.
Where did I come from, and what am I supposed to be doing?
I have no idea.
My soul is from elsewhere, I’m sure of that,
and I intend to end up there.

This drunkenness began in some other tavern.
When I get back around to that place,
I’ll be completely sober. Meanwhile,
I’m like a bird from another continent, sitting in this aviary.
The day is coming when I fly off,
but who is it now in my ear who hears my voice?
Who says words with my mouth?

Who looks out with my eyes? What is the soul?
I cannot stop asking.
If I could taste one sip of an answer,
I could break out of this prison for drunks.
I didn’t come here of my own accord, and I can’t leave that way.
Whoever brought me here will have to take me home.

This poetry. I never know what I’m going to say.
I don’t plan it.
When I’m outside the saying of it,
I get very quiet and rarely speak at all.
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We have a huge barrel of wine, but no cups.
That’s fine with us. Every morning
we glow and in the evening we glow again.

They say there’s no future for us. They’re right.
Which is fine with us.
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A COMMUNITY OF THE SPIRIT


There is a community of the spirit.
Join it, and feel the delight
of walking in the noisy street,
and being the noise.

Drink all your passion,
and be a disgrace.

Close both eyes
to see with the other eye.

Open your hands,
if you want to be held.

Sit down in this circle.

Quit acting like a wolf, and feel
the shepherd’s love filling you.

At night, your beloved wanders.
Don’t accept consolations.

Close your mouth against food.
Taste the lover’s mouth in yours.

You moan, “She left me.” “He left me.”
Twenty more will come.

Be empty of worrying.
Think of who created thought!

Why do you stay in prison
when the door is so wide open?

Move outside the tangle of fear-thinking.
Live in silence.

Flow down and down in always
widening rings of being.
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There’s a strange frenzy in my head,
of birds flying,
each particle circulating on its own.
Is the one I love everywhere?
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Drunks fear the police,
but the police are drunk too.

People in this town love them both
like different chess pieces.
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A CHILDREN’S GAME


Listen to the poet Sanai,
who lived secluded: “Don’t wander out on the road

in your ecstasy. Sleep in the tavern.”

When a drunk strays out to the street,
children make fun of him.
       He falls down in the mud.
He takes any and every road.
          The children follow,
not knowing the taste of wine, or how
his drunkenness feels. All people on the planet
are children, except for a very few.
No one is grown up except those free of desire.

God said,
     “The world is a play, a children’s game,

and you are the children.”
       God speaks the truth.
If you haven’t left the child’s play,
how can you be an adult?
       Without purity of spirit,
if you’re still in the middle of lust and greed
and other warnings, you’re like children
playing at sexual intercourse.
          They wrestle
and rub together, but it’s not sex!

The same with the fightings of mankind.
It’s a squabble with play-swords.
No purpose, totally futile.

Like kids on hobby horses, soldiers claim to be riding
Boraq, Muhammad’s night-horse, or Duldul, his mule.

Your actions mean nothing, the sex and war that you do.
You’re holding part of your pants and prancing around,
Dun-da-dun, dun-da-dun.

Don’t wait till you die to see this.
Recognize that your imagination and your thinking
and your sense perception are reed canes
that children cut and pretend are horsies.

The knowing of mystic lovers is different.
The empirical, sensory, sciences
are like a donkey loaded with books,
or like the makeup woman’s makeup.
          It washes off.
But if you lift the baggage rightly, it will give joy.
Don’t carry your knowledge-load for some selfish reason.
Deny your desires and willfulness,
and a real mount may appear under you.

Don’t be satisfied with the name of HU,
with just words about it.

Experience that breathing.
From books and words come fantasy,
and sometimes, from fantasy comes union.
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Gone, inner and outer,
no moon, no ground or sky.

Don’t hand me another glass of wine.
Pour it in my mouth.
I’ve lost the way to my mouth.
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The wine we really drink is our own blood.
Our bodies ferment in these barrels.
We give everything for a glass of this.
We give our minds for a sip.
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THE MANY WINES


God has given us a dark wine so potent that,
drinking it, we leave the two worlds.

God has put into the form of hashish a power
to deliver the taster from self-consciousness.

God has made sleep so
that it erases every thought.

God made Majnun love Layla so much that
just her dog would cause confusion in him.

There are thousands of wines
that can take over our minds.

Don’t think all ecstasies
are the same!

Jesus was lost in his love for God.
His donkey was drunk with barley.

Drink from the presence of saints,
not from those other jars.

Every object, every being,
is a jar full of delight.

Be a connoisseur,
and taste with caution.

Any wine will get you high.
Judge like a king, and choose the purest,

the ones unadulterated with fear,
or some urgency about “what’s needed.”

Drink the wine that moves you
as a camel moves when it’s been untied,
and is just ambling about.



SPECIAL PLATES


Notice how each particle moves.
Notice how everyone has just arrived here
     from a journey.
Notice how each wants a different food.
Notice how the stars vanish as the sun comes up,
     and how all streams stream toward the ocean.
Look at the chefs preparing special plates
     for everyone, according to what they need.
Look at this cup that can hold the ocean.
Look at those who see the face.
Look through Shams’ eyes
     into the water that is
     entirely jewels.



BURNT KABOB


Last year, I admired wines. This,
I’m wandering inside the red world.

Last year, I gazed at the fire.
This year I’m burnt kabob.

Thirst drove me down to the water
where I drank the moon’s reflection.

Now I am a lion staring up totally
lost in love with the thing itself.

Don’t ask questions about longing.
Look in my face.

Soul drunk, body ruined, these two
sit helpless in a wrecked wagon.
Neither knows how to fix it.

And my heart, I’d say it was more
like a donkey sunk in a mudhole,
struggling and miring deeper.

But listen to me: for one moment,
quit being sad. Hear blessings
dropping their blossoms
around you. God.



THE NEW RULE


It’s the old rule that drunks have to argue
and get into fights.
The lover is just as bad. He falls into a hole.
But down in that hole he finds something shining,
worth more than any amount of money or power.

Last night the moon came dropping its clothes in the street.
I took it as a sign to start singing,
falling up into the bowl of sky.
The bowl breaks. Everywhere is falling everywhere.
Nothing else to do.

Here’s the new rule: break the wineglass,
and fall toward the glassblower’s breath.
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This that is tormented and very tired,
tortured with restraints like a madman,
this heart.
     Still you keep breaking the shell
to get the taste of its kernel!




2 [image: ] Bewilderment:

I Have Five Things to Say

ON BEWILDERMENT

At the verge of full fana (annihilation in God) there seems to be a region of sweet confusion, the sense of being in many places at once saying multiple sentences. A hazy melting, fragile and nearly blank. Profound ignorance within which conventional, calm behavior seems insane!
Rumi’s poems are not well-trimmed, Persian miniature gardens. They are more like, as scholar Annemarie Schimmel says, the paintings in the Turkoman style—full of abrupt movement, odd flowers and bushes, demons and talking animals.

I HAVE FIVE THINGS TO SAY


The wakened lover speaks directly to the beloved,
“You are the sky my spirit circles in,
the love inside love, the resurrection-place.

Let this window be your ear.
I have lost consciousness many times
with longing for your listening silence,
and your life-quickening smile.

You give attention to the smallest matters,
my suspicious doubts, and to the greatest.

You know my coins are counterfeit,
but you accept them anyway,
my impudence and my pretending!

I have five things to say,
five fingers to give
into your grace.

First, when I was apart from you,
     this world did not exist,
     nor any other.

Second, whatever I was looking for
     was always you.

Third, why did I ever learn to count to three?

Fourth, my cornfield is burning!

Fifth, this finger stands for Rabia,
     and this is for someone else.
     Is there a difference?

Are these words or tears?
Is weeping speech?
What shall I do, my love?”

So he speaks, and everyone around
begins to cry with him, laughing crazily,
moaning in the spreading union
of lover and beloved.

This is the true religion. All others
are thrown-away bandages beside it.

This is the sema of slavery and mastery
dancing together. This is not-being.

Neither words, nor any natural fact

can express this.

I know these dancers.
Day and night I sing their songs
in this phenomenal cage.

My soul, don’t try to answer now!
Find a friend, and hide.

But what can stay hidden?
Love’s secret is always lifting its head
out from under the covers,
“Here I am!”



ACTS OF HELPLESSNESS


Here are the miracle-signs you want: that
you cry through the night and get up at dawn, asking,
that in the absence of what you ask for your day gets dark,
your neck thin as a spindle, that what you give away
is all you own, that you sacrifice belongings,
sleep, health, your head, that you often
sit down in a fire like aloes wood, and often go out
to meet a blade like a battered helmet.

When acts of helplessness become habitual,
those are the signs.

But you run back and forth listening for unusual events,
peering into the faces of travelers.
“Why are you looking at me like a madman?”
I have lost a friend. Please forgive me.

Searching like that does not fail.
There will come a rider who holds you close.
You faint and gibber. The uninitiated say, “He’s faking.”
How could they know?
Water washes over a beached fish, the water
of those signs I just mentioned.

Excuse my wandering.
How can one be orderly with this?
It’s like counting leaves in a garden,
along with the song-notes of partridges,
and crows.
     Sometimes organization
and computation become absurd.



SALADIN’S BEGGING BOWL


Of these two thousand “I” and “We” people,
which am I?

Don’t try to keep me from asking!
Listen, when I’m this out of control!
But don’t put anything breakable in my way!

There is an original inside me.
What’s here is a mirror for that, for you.

If you are joyful, I am.
If you grieve, or if you’re bitter, or graceful,
I take on those qualities.

Like the shadow of a cypress tree in the meadow,
like the shadow of a rose, I live
close to the rose.

If I separated myself from you,
I would turn entirely thorn.

Every second, I drink another cup of my own blood-wine.
Every instant, I break an empty cup against your door.

I reach out, wanting you to tear me open.

Saladin’s generosity lights a candle in my chest.
Who am I then?
       His empty begging bowl.
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Late, by myself, in the boat of myself,
no light and no land anywhere,
cloudcover thick. I try to stay
just above the surface, yet I’m already under
and living within the ocean.
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Does sunset sometimes look like the sun’s coming up?
Do you know what a faithful love is like?

You’re crying. You say you’ve burned yourself.
But can you think of anyone who’s not
hazy with smoke?

[image: ]



BE MELTING SNOW


Totally conscious, and apropos of nothing, you come to see me.
Is someone here? I ask.
The moon. The full moon is inside your house.

My friends and I go running out into the street.
I’m in here, comes a voice from the house, but we aren’t listening.
We’re looking up at the sky.
My pet nightingale sobs like a drunk in the garden.
Ringdoves scatter with small cries, Where, Where.
It’s midnight. The whole neighborhood is up and out
in the street thinking, The cat burglar has come back.
The actual thief is there too, saying out loud,
Yes, the cat burglar is somewhere in this crowd.
No one pays attention.

Lo, I am with you always means when you look for God,
God is in the look of your eyes,
in the thought of looking, nearer to you than your self,
or things that have happened to you
There’s no need to go outside.

Be melting snow.
Wash yourself of yourself.

A white flower grows in the quietness.
Let your tongue become that flower.



THE FRAGILE VIAL


I need a mouth as wide as the sky
to say the nature of a True Person, language
as large as longing.

The fragile vial inside me often breaks.
No wonder I go mad and disappear for three days
every month with the moon.

For anyone in love with you,
it’s always these invisible days.

I’ve lost the thread of the story I was telling.
My elephant roams his dream of Hindustan again.
Narrative, poetics, destroyed, my body,
a dissolving, a return.

Friend, I’ve shrunk to a hair trying to say your story.
Would you tell mine?
I’ve made up so many love stories.
Now I feel fictional.
Tell me!
The truth is, you are speaking, not me.
I am Sinai, and you are Moses walking there.
This poetry is an echo of what you say.
A piece of land can’t speak, or know anything!
Or if it can, only within limits.

The body is a device to calculate
the astronomy of the spirit.
Look through that astrolabe
and become oceanic.

Why this distracted talk?
It’s not my fault I rave.
You did this.
Do you approve of my love-madness?

Say yes.
What language will you say it in, Arabic or Persian,

or what? Once again, I must be tied up.

Bring the curly ropes of your hair.
          Now I remember the story.
A True Man stares at his old shoes
and sheepskin jacket. Every day he goes up
to his attic to look at his work-shoes and worn-out coat.
This is his wisdom, to remember the original clay
and not get drunk with ego and arrogance.

To visit those shoes and jacket
is praise.

The Absolute works with nothing.
The workshop, the materials
are what does not exist.

Try and be a sheet of paper with nothing on it.
Be a spot of ground where nothing is growing,
where something might be planted,
a seed, possibly, from the Absolute.



WHERE ARE WE?


An invisible bird flies over,
but casts a quick
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