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Preface





I have sold too many books. Rumi translations have no business cresting in a wave of over half a million. Its like selling picnic tickets to an unmarked minefield. You wouldnt expect there to be a rush, but somehow there is. I may have left out something big and basic, like lowercase islam (submission). This love poetry is meant to obliterate you lovers. Rumi wants us to surrender. I bow to the grandeur of his full prostration. I never want to diminish that. This is not Norman Vincent Peale urging cheerfulness, conventional morality, and soft-focus, white-light feel-good, nor is this New Age tantric energy exchange. This is giving your life to the one within that you know as Lord, which is a totally private matter. No one except you can judge how that is going. But if youre not doing it, Rumi says, you are wasting your time here. Wheres the solace of that statement? I once told a greeting card company that wanted to put Rumi verses on a card, Rumis poetry wants to dissolve the lovers. Annihilation is the point. There was a long silence on the other end. Is there a holiday?


Maybe were ripe for Rumis knowing, his way of love. I hope so. I take great delight in meeting bright twelve-year-olds who love certain Rumi poems, such as The Guest House. They know the media and their community have lied to them about love, with all the fake love stories. They hear Rumi trying to tell them some truth about love, and they appreciate it. Maybe its time to hear about going-in, about the joy of the witness in love, in meditation, in dreams, time to meet the one who looks into the creek.


Maybe we long now for the silence he loves. Say were tiny blind cavefish swimming a gorgeous dark. We love the mountain the cave is inside, and somehow we love the sun, even though we havent seen it and maybe never will. Thats the love these poems sing, so how come theyre wildly popular? I dont know.


In Marina del Rey, a posh southern California beach community, theres a side of a building painted shades of blue, on the left where Washington meets the beach. It has a Rumi quote high up in the right-hand corner. The ground floors of the beachside condos are garages stacked with Corvettes and Lexi and Jaguars, mostly shiny black, Bentleys, old BMW convertibles, fancy Lincoln off-road vehicles, and custom cars with no brand name. Upstairs among the Chinese objets and the Edwardian sideboards and the Motherwells, more often than not you will find on the thick glass, stylishly low, bedside table a well-read copy of The Essential Rumi.


A creative writing teacher on the prime-time show Judging Amy holds up two books, The Great Gatsby and The Essential Rumi, Read these and learn how to write. Alec Baldwin has the book briefly in his hand in a movie whose title I cant recall. That book has achieved the cultural status of an empty Diet Coke can! Its everywhere. Its recommended summer reading in a two-page newsletter put out by a womens clothing store, Kathleen Sommers of San Antonio.


Philip Glass goes on world tour with Monsters of Grace, a choral piece using Rumis words. Donna Karan reads Rumi on the fashion runway showing her new line. Madonna and Demi Moore read his poems on a Deepak CD. What to make of Rumi-mania? This too shall pass? Of course it will. For the first twenty years of the last century, I have heard, the most read book of poetry was Fitzgeralds Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, far and away. No one reads that much now but graduate students.


I remember standing in the Intimate Bookstore in Chapel Hill in the late 1950s reading Walter Bennetts This Is My Beloved, a gift book of love poetry that every now and then mentions pubic hair, as I recall. There were other lightweights in the same area. I thought of them as books people bought and gave each other but never actually read. The packaging implied something sweet and romantic inside. There were Japanese haiku collections and very skinny pastel Emily Dickinsons on that shelf too, which is a violation of the Truth in Labeling Act. She and Basho are not easy company. Rod McKuen was nearby. The poetry community, with good reason, sees popularity as suspect. Billy Collins is having to fight that, a little. Maya Angelou has signed on with Hallmark.


But Idylls of the King my foot, I am more serious about living, and was even in the 1950s. I never bought books from the candy shelf. I gave my sexy Russian-Jewish college sweetheart a big collection of e. e. cummings. In the slipshod mucus etcetera, we were undergraduates who started a magazine whose first issue got banned by the Honor Council, and I had published a very strange Wolfean short story in the Carolina Quarterly. In my button-down I was deep into Colin Wilson and the mystics mentioned in The Outsider. Hesse, Boehme, Eckhart. I had Evelyn Underhills Mysticism by my garret bed, and I told people I wanted to teach a course in mysticism. There were no mysticism courses at any college I ever went to, Berkeley and North Carolina.


Lets say there are two shelves, one with the true mystics and at the front of the store, the fad love-books. I want this on the former, please. Jelaluddin Rumi and Shamsi Tabriz are real. They gave the human condition one of the best shots its been given. Rumis poetry records that Friendship, and that accounts for its wide appeal. Forget the movie stars. I met a guy behind the counter at West Building Supply in Athens, Georgia, who asked deep questions about the Delicious Laughter collection. Whats this with Eyes Shut Facing Eyes Wide Open? Sit down with him. It may be this book will make it to the front of the store for Valentines, but its too rebellious to be there. It will not really behave itself anywhere in the store, not on the Islamic shelf, not in the poetry section, although maybe with the cookbooks. It likes cookbooks.


Alice Munro has a collection of stories called Hateship, Friendship, Courtship, Loveship, Marriage. Ive not read it, but I might. I like to watch the changing moods and nuances of falling in and out of love, and so does Rumi. Hes not some mystic snob. He sees the beauty and importance of anything human beings do, no matter how scandalous or violent. The slipping and sliding around sex, the posturing of combatants prior to combat. But he always uses human incident as a lens to look into soul growth. The idea of commitment, that staple of psychology, doesnt come up, nor any fear of intimacy scolding, no shoulds and oughts.




It doesnt matter that youve broken your vow


a thousand times. Still come,


and yet again, come.




Rumi was an enlightened lover, a true human being, realized, whatever you want to call those who get to be deeply themselves. I had a dream once where I felt the grace of a continuing connection with my teacher, Bawa Muhaiyaddeen, who told me to do this Rumi work. Bawa was also a true human being. The transmission from him in me was, in the dream, visible in my eyes and also apparent in the currency, the popularity, of Rumis poetry. My advice with this book, then, is to try, as he says, to listen for the presences inside poems. Connect there with an open heart, and follow the oceanfrog if he starts for home.1


I have been lucky (I guess) not to have to write for a living. I taught school, and now the retirement and the social security are enough. Thats not to say I dont cash the Rumi royalty checks and go on NPR to talk about poetry. I do. But the fame and fortune numbers dont motivate me. I wait for the next poem. That keeps me going, what Robert Bly calls the honey of words. The taste and the taste again. Though that sounds a little too pure. I want recognition and reward as much as anyone.


And to be absolutely clear, neither this book nor its title was my idea. My editors at Harper San Francisco, and my agent, suggested the project. But as Ive gotten into putting it together, I have made the book mine, perhaps to their chagrin. Im not positive, but Ill bet they expected more of a lean toward flowers than toward annihilation. There are flowers here certainly. The sweetness in much of Rumi is undeniable. Anyway, your editorial instincts were right, and Im very grateful, Steve, Kris, John, Eric, Kathi, Reid.


I once calculated that Rumi books sell at least a hundred a day right through weekends and holidays, while my own writing goes at about twelve copies a month, worldwide. Those numbers keep me humble. I am just about the humblest person one could ever meet. And I do look at the dotcom numbers. Maybe its true to say that this writing is for fortune and fame as well as the pouring forth of vision and revision. Oh, what is so tiresome and fatuous as a mystic poet talking sales and mixed motivation? I do not know. Where is Jim Dickey when we need him. But listen. I have thought of a wisdom.

THIS IS THE MATERIAL PLANE

AND EVERY OUTWARD THING WE DO IS INNER WORK




Sew that on a sampler and hang it in the kitchen. Or,



THIS IS THE MATERIAL PLANE


AND IT COULD USE A GOOD SANDING



Poetry and music are two great mysteries of human consciousness. Rumi lets them pour through as a beauty we are, and a kind of a home too.


COLEMAN BARKS

Athens, GA

July 18, 2002

















Introduction: The Magnificent Regions of the Heart






In certain places and times the current of mystical awareness runs deep and strong, more so than in others. Among the Greeks in the sixth century B.C. and also in India and China during that century. Jesus and the desert fathers. The Hassidic masters in Poland and Russia in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the Zen masters in Japan during the same period were also part of an inexplicable flooding.


In the Persian empire from the eleventh to the fourteenth century a brilliant flowering of awareness came among the Sufis, and especially the poets. Jelaluddin Rumi (12071273) was one of those conductors of knowing and being. Sufis call Rumi the Qutb, the pole, of love. Gilani (d.1166) was the pole of power and Ibn Arabi (11651249), of knowledge. Through Rumi comes a transmission of the divine to this planet in the regions of love. His poetry is a record of his enduring the experience of living at the core. In each human being there is a meeting with the divine. That intersection is the heart.


Sometimes we sense that love is our expertise, despite the obviously murderous bent of these days and hours. Still, we do love in many different ways. Let me count them. There are as many ways of loving as there are people, and that wildflower variety is the great beauty of this dimension of existence. I had a dream once where I saw a blue tinge to everything, and I knew, I felt, how the blueness was love. We couldnt see it with ordinary vision, but for dream-seeing it was there, drenching the planet, which does appear blue, as we know, from space.


At poetry readings I have said about Rumis poetry, Folks, this is not country music. It gets a laugh. Rumi says, Fall in love in such a way that it frees you from any connecting. Thats very different from the lonely wail of: She left me, he left me; she came back; she left again. Some of his lines have been put in songs. There is a grief of separation in them, but the words come from a different region than popular lyrics. Im not saying theres not wisdom in country songs. There is plenty. The love that Rumi and Shams move into, though, includes those dimensions and moves through them to what Sufis call the qalb. I have no synonym for that, and perhaps not much experience of it, though I met one who lives there, Bawa Muhaiyaddeen. I am no great sheikhs of a lover myself. I get mean and jealous, distracted and forgetful. Its Rumis and Bawas station I try to speak of, not mine. At the end of his life Ouspensky told J. G. Bennett in a letter that nothing could be found by intellectual processes, and that there is only one hope: that we should find a way to work with the higher emotional centre. That is the work that Rumis poetry is about.


Sufis say the heart is the comprehensive human reality,2 and that the way of love is a path of annihilation, of the beatitude of as though it had never been. Our original state is nonbeing, nonexistence, and we spend much of our lives trying to break free of matter, free of mind and desire, back into the deep region of being and nonbeing we are at the core. The refreshment of dreamless sleep when we are, but are not conscious, is a taste of it. We are here, then, but with no awareness of being here.


The absolute ipseity, suchness, the human reality and not the melodrama, that region of being, is described in the Heart Sutra, the central text of Zen, as having no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind, and no consciousness.3 To get there you must die before you die. Buddhas Heart Sutra draws one along to the understanding that in that dissolving nothing exists by itself. Everything interpenetrates in the ecstatic core where heart-vision begins.


A bowl falls from the roof. This is not theoretical. It is the practical and experiential love that annihilates, and the most ineffable of experiences, if there can be degrees of unsayableness. All of Rumis poems may be heard as love poems. They attend the souls flowering from grief, and from every emotion that streams through the guest house of consciousness.


The love way is not religious. It is rather the origin and the longing inside religiousness. Footprints disappear at the oceans edge. When we bow to each other, feet become head in a circle. No one could tell with Rumi and Shams who was teacher and who the student. Lover, beloved, and love became one thing with them. Images of transparency and particles, light upon light, the candle at noon, occur, images of breath merging with sky. We are sleeping and wake inside another sleep; we wake again, and onas veils, the mist of language, the apparent limits, burn off. Each region of love leads to the unfolding. There may seem to be a kind of progress to this book, from spontaneous wandering to the lord of the heart, but it might just as easily be reversed, or put in any number of sequences. The heart with its many regions moves more like interpenetrating spheres, concurrent universes, than a linear path. Areas of energy in the poetry merge with one another as layers of ocean, or as the mysterious workings of soil in a field, or the draining slant of a mountainside.


Rumis impulse feels earthward in its transformation, going down instead of up in the way one might aspire to the angelic. There is no down or up in love, but if one had to say whether Rumis poetry goes more with the pure transcenders or more with the grief-gardeners, one would say hes a ground-hugger and not so much a high-flyer, more jamal (feminine, receptive) than jalal (masculine, commanding). But as Rumi himself says
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