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Introduction: Rumi


TANDEM CREATION


What are the qualities of a deepening awareness? To some it feels right to call that the friend. For others, it is more like a spaciousness, an emptiness, or silence. Many of Rumi’s short poems circle around the delight, and the impossibility, of saying this blessed inwardness, the friendship. What is it to drop the ego? To let go, to surrender, to trust? All the quatrains of Rumi and all the sayings of Shams are trying, in their different and combining forms of soul fury and kindness, to help that happen in each reader. It often does not happen all at once, the final push of the ego over into the dissolution, or rebirth. It has many names, that process of transformation. Rumi says, “I have longevity, inside this dying I have so long desired” (#3).

Rumi always works in tandem, with a friend, or friends. Or, to say it another way, his poetry is communal, with very personal touches. It is difficult to describe the process, though we all have probably experienced it. Out of his deep friendship with Shams Tabriz came the overflowing creativity of the collection he calls The Works of Shams Tabriz, or the Divani Shamsi Tabriz, often now called just The Shams. At the end of the poem, where the poet traditionally signs the poem by mentioning his own name, you will never find Rumi’s name. Most often he mentions Shams, but sometimes another friend, Saladin Zarkub the goldsmith. Sometimes he gives the poem back into silence, sometimes into sunlight. And out of his friendship with Husam Chelebi—his scribe and chief disciple, and his tandem-work friend after Shams and Saladin were gone—came the ocean of the six books of the Masnavi. He calls the whole thing “The Book of Husam.” Here is how the prelude to Book IV begins:

        Husamuddin! Ziya-Haqq, God’s light, you draw this Masnavi out

        into the open again, your rope around its neck

        leading God knows where!

        Some have expressed gratitude for this poem; this poem itself

        lifts hands in thanksgiving, glad as a vineyard in summer heat.

        The caravan loads up and breaks camp. Patience leads the way

        into joy. Face down, flat on the earth.

        Husam, the sun-sword of one light, many wander in moonlight,

        but when the sun comes up, the markets open.

        Exchange gets clear. Buyers and sellers can tell false coins from true.

        Thieves recede from the scene. Only counterfeiters

        and those who need to hide avoid sunlight.

        Let Book IV be part of the light!

That is what his tandem creativity sounds like in action with Husam Chelebi. It is clear evidence of Rumi’s kindness. The interior of a Rumi poem is friendship with a specific human being and with the mystery of Allah, which he calls the friend, or the unsayable absence, or daylight, or night, or the presence inside the growing springtime green, or many other things. Rumi’s poetry is very consciously engaged in collaborative listening and making, the friendships and the powerful conversational dynamic going on in and around it there in the moment of its making. The poems come out of his love, and perhaps we love them for the glimpses they give of that, as well as for the light and the grief—for the taste of how it is to be, and how it is to be nothing at all.

I am not interested in placing these poems in a particular religious tradition. Rumi was a devout Muslim, a Sufi. Many of these poems are glosses on passages from the Qur’an. But he has also been heard as a more universal voice. This is what I try to bring forward. His poetry is honored and delighted in by many traditions and cultures. A great percentage of the world’s people now are drawn to a sense of the sacred that is beyond belief and beyond a specific sacred text, beyond a church and a priesthood and beyond the bureaucracy of religious culture. This new and very ancient way is experiential, exploratory, and so has attracted the Sufis with their all-inclusive way of the heart.

RUMI AND KINDNESS

I met a beautiful man once, Jelaluddin Chelebi, who was at the time the head of the Mevlevi Order, the one begun by Rumi’s son. Chelebi was visiting Atlanta. He sat me down and said, “Now, what religion are you?” I raised my arms in the “who knows” gesture. “Good,” he said. “Love is the religion, and the universe is the book.” At the time he was the direct living descendant in the line of Rumi. “Yes!” I said quickly.

Religious traditions have served us well in some ways and ill in others. Surely it is felt as arrogance now to claim that one set of doctrines, one sacred text, is more true than another. And it is a cruel distortion of soul-compassion to kill people who disagree with our assertion of some exclusive truth. This has got to stop—the sectarian conflict, the empire and hegemony aggressions.

Of course, we must also admit that some people do live in a consciousness that is more compassionate and wiser than others. I once asked such a teacher, Bawa Muhaiyaddeen, what it was like to be him, as opposed to being me. He answered with a fable. There was once an ocean frog who came to visit a frog living in a ditch three feet by four feet and two feet deep. The frog jumped proudly all around his ditch, side to side and down to the bottom. When he came up, he asked the ocean frog, “Is this not a wonderful place to live? I am having such a fine time in this ditch.”

“Yes, it is an amazing place,” said the ocean frog.

“How is it where you live?” asked the ditch frog.

“That’s hard to talk about, because where I live has no boundaries. It is infinite. It has no shore.”

Bawa explained that where I lived was bounded by mind and desire. Where he lived was beyond those constrictions.

The ocean frog then says, “I may not be able to tell you about it, but someday I hope to take you there. You can be in that shoreless ocean with me.”

Twenty-five years later, I came across this Taoist text by Chuang Tzu from the fourth century BCE: “The god of the North Sea said, ‘You cannot discuss the ocean with a frog in a well—he is trapped in a confined space. You can’t speak of ice to a summer insect—it is bound by one season. You can’t speak of the Way with a biased scholar—he is limited by partiality. Now that you [the river god] have come out through the cliffs and gazed at the great sea, you know your relative insignificance; now it is possible to talk to you of the great underlying pattern.”*

Bawa had used the old Taoist story to answer my question. (The parable probably has many lineages.) He was open to truth from any culture and from every human life. When you came into his room, he always wanted to know what you had been doing earlier that day. Then he would use that as a point of reference. The great teachers and saints of every tradition know that there is a table where we can all sit down, everybody in this mysterious, hilarious family.

So I agree with those two Jelaluddins, Chelebi and Rumi. Love, together with kindness, is the religion that we must learn to practice more and more deeply, in all the many ways that there are to love. This universe and our lives as we are daily leading them are the book that we delight in studying, this shared experience of being alive. The excitement and the depth of sharing—that friendship—are some of what Rumi and Shams are teaching. May we read this superbly edited text (the world) long and well together. The mountains, the animals, the breathing plants and wildflowers, the languages and dialects, what happens in the news each day, the mineral deposits, the billions of galaxies, the four hundred billion stars with their solar systems in just our Milky Way, this new grandson Henry running down the hall “doing laps.” Lord.

RUMI’S LIFE

Jelaluddin Rumi was born near the city of Balkh, in Vahksh, in what is now Afghanistan, then on the eastern edge of the Persian Empire, on September 30, 1207. He descended from a long line of Islamic jurists, theologians, and mystics. When Rumi was still a young man, his family left Balkh ahead of the invading Mongol armies under Genghis Khan, who was extending his empire westward, eventually all the way to the Adriatic. It is said that Rumi’s father, Bahauddin, loaded ninety camels with just books for the journey. Theirs was a profoundly learned lineage.

Rumi and his family went to Nishapur and then on to Damascus, where the poet and teacher Fariduddin Attar recognized the teenage boy as a great spirit. He is reported to have said, as he saw Bahauddin walking toward him with Rumi a little behind, “Here comes a sea, followed by an ocean.” To honor this insight, he gave Rumi a copy of his own Ilahinama (The Book of God).

The family eventually settled in Konya, now in south-central Turkey, where Bahauddin resumed his role as head of the medrese, the dervish learning community. Rumi was still in his twenties when his father died several years later, and he became head of the medrese. He gained a wide reputation as a devout scholar, and his school reportedly numbered over ten thousand students. The work of Rumi’s community was to open the individual and collective heart. They used music and poetry and movement. They sat in silence. They listened to discourses. Stories, jokes, meditation—everything was used. They fasted and they feasted. The cook, Ahim Baaz, was an important figure in Rumi’s community. You can visit his tomb in Konya today. The members walked together. They worked in the garden and the orchard. They observed animal behavior very closely. It was a kind of scripture that they read for signs.

This was not a renunciate group. Everyone had a family and a line of useful work. They were masons, grocers, weavers, hatmakers, carpenters, tailors, bookbinders. Everyone was deeply engaged. They were affirmative, ecstatic makers. Some call them Sufis. I like to say they were living the way of the heart.

A few years after Bahauddin’s death in 1231, Burhan Mahaqqiq, a hermit meditator in the remote mountain region north and east of Konya, returned to learn that his teacher, Rumi’s father, had died. He decided to devote the rest of his life to training his teacher’s son. For nine years he led Rumi on many forty-day fasts (chillas), sometimes as many as three in a row. Rumi became a joyful adept in this mystical tradition.

Rumi’s son, Sultan Velad, saved 147 of his father’s personal letters, so, amazingly, we have an accurate sense of what his daily life was like eight centuries ago. He was deeply involved in the details of community life. In one letter, he begs a man to put off, for fifteen days, collecting the money he is owed by another man. In another he asks a wealthy nobleman to help a student with a small loan. Someone’s relatives have moved into the house of a devout old woman; he tries to solve the situation. Sudden lines of poetry are scattered throughout the practical business contained in the letters. His life is grounded simultaneously in the daily necessities and in ecstatic creativity. His kindness is everywhere apparent in these letters. He is so practical and attentive to what needs to happen, what could make a situation more fluid, more kind for those involved. He is always trying to remove whatever blocks the flow of love, money for loans, education, the ease of friendship within a community, a household, a family.

It was probably in the late fall of 1244 that Rumi met Shams Tabriz, a fierce man-God, God-man. Shams had wandered through the Near East in search of a soul friend on his level. He never stayed anywhere long. Whenever students began to gather around him, as they inevitably did, he excused himself for a drink of water, wrapped his black cloak around him, and was gone. The facts about Shams’ life are just as elusive as he was. He may have been born in 1185. He may have died in 1248. He may be buried in Konya, but it seems most likely now that it was in Khuy, Iran, near Tabriz. He was known as Parinda, “Flier” (or “Bird”). In his restless searching, he asked that God’s hidden favorite be revealed to him, so that he could learn more about the mysteries of divine love. An inner voice came: What will you give in return?

“My head,” said Shams.

The one you seek is Jelaluddin of Konya, son of Bahauddin of Balkh.

When Shams arrived in Konya, he took lodging at the caravanserai of the sugar merchants, pretending to be a successful seller of sugar. But all he had in his room was a broken water pot, a ragged mat, and a headrest of unbaked clay. One day, as Shams sat at the gate, Rumi came riding by on a donkey, surrounded by students. Shams rose and took the bridle.

“Money changer of the current coins of esoteric significance, knower of the names of the Lord, tell me who is greater, Muhammad or Bestami?”

“Muhammad is incomparable among the saints and prophets.”

“Then how is it he said, ‘We have not known You as You should be known,’ while Bestami cried out, ‘How great is my glory!’?”

Rumi heard the depth of the question and fell to the ground in astonishment. When he revived, he answered, “For Muhammad, the mystery was always unfolding, while Bestami takes one gulp and is satisfied.”

The two tottered off together. They spent weeks and months at a time together in the mystical conversation known as sohbet.

Another version of their meeting goes this way: One day Rumi is teaching by a fountain in a small square in Konya. Books are open on the fountain’s edge. Shams walks quickly through the students and pushes the books into the water.

“Who are you, and what are you doing?” Rumi asks.

“You must now live what you have been reading about.”

Rumi turns to the books in the fountain, one of them his father’s beloved spiritual diary, the Maarif.

Shams says, “We can retrieve them. They will be as dry as they ever were.” He lifts out the Maarif to show him. “Dry.”

Shams seems to have successfully weaned Rumi from any dependence on his father Bahauddin’s book. But one night Rumi dreams he is reading that book again. When he wakes, Shams walks into Rumi’s room and scolds him for going back to his old ways. Rumi says that he has not looked at that book for a long while. Shams laughs and begins relating Rumi’s entire dream. “Dreams express our waking thoughts.” So long as Shams was alive, Rumi did not touch that book again.

As Rumi began his relinquishment of books and borrowed awareness, the real poetry began to come. “What I had thought of before as God, I met today in a human being.” The meeting with Shams is the central event in Rumi’s life. They were together in Konya for about three and a half years. Twice during that time Shams left abruptly, perhaps to help Rumi move to the next stage of soul growth. “Separation cooks,” Shams often said. Or perhaps Shams was forced out of the community by the jealousy of some of Rumi’s disciples. What happened is the subject of extensive debate among the scholars. When Shams disappeared altogether, he may have been killed by those jealous disciples, among them Rumi’s own son, Ala al-Din. Franklin Lewis, however, who has done the most exhaustive research on this, feels that Shams left to give Rumi the final push needed in his soul’s development. In the small town of Khuy, near Tabriz, there is a tower named after Shams. Lewis thinks that Shams may be buried there or nearby.

Shams’ murder is the version of the story that came down in the oral tradition among the Mevlevi dervishes. In that account, Shams came to Sultan Velad in a dream after he had been killed and told him what had happened. We can only speculate what the truth is about Shams’ disappearance. Another story has come down that Rumi went out looking for Shams. One day, walking a Damascus street, he realized that he was their friendship. He had embodied it. He returned to Konya and lived out his life in that realization.

The miracle and mystery of their friendship, and of the creation generated by it—the poetry, the music, the community, the exfoliating friendships—these cannot be approached with language. We can feel the power and depth, the harsh strength of Shams’ presence, but silence is probably the best way to approach him. As the wise elder tells Rumi,

        Some things cannot be told

        or understood, only seen

        and lived within.

        #11

Over the course of his life, Rumi had two wives. By the first, Gowher Khatun, he had two sons, Ala al-Din and Sultan Velad. When she died in 1242, he married Kira Khatun, by whom he had another son, Mozaffer, and a daughter, Malika. There is a wonderful hagiographic story about Kira Khatun. One day she peered through a slit in the door into the room where Rumi and Shams were sitting in sohbet. She saw one of the walls open and six majestic beings enter. They bowed and laid flowers at Rumi’s feet, although it was the middle of winter. They remained until time for dawn prayers, which they motioned for Shams to lead. He excused himself, and Rumi performed the duties. Then the six left, and when Rumi came out from the chamber, he saw his wife in the hall. He gave her the flowers, saying, “Some visitors brought these for you.”

The next day she sent her servant to the perfumer’s market with a few leaves and blossoms from the bouquet. They were unable to identify the flowers, until a spice trader from India recognized them as flowers that grow only in Sri Lanka. The servant went back with this astonishing news, and while she was telling Kira, Rumi came in and told her to take good care of the flowers, because some Indian saints had brought them from the paradise that human beings had lost. As long as Kira Khatun lived (she died nineteen years after Rumi), the flowers stayed fresh and fragrant, and just a single leaf applied to a diseased eye or other injured part brought instantaneous healing.

Many stories have come down to us about Rumi. Some have to do with animals. He was in tune with the animal mind, much like an indigenous shaman. The same attunement to others that brings out his kindness in the letters gives him closeness with animals. Here is a story that I love. Some butchers purchased a heifer, and they were leading her to be slaughtered. Suddenly she broke free and ran. They shouted after her
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