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Introduction

Rubais are the twelve-bar blues of Persian poetry: a literary form whose meters, rhyming patterns, and rhythms resonated as deeply and naturally in the souls of the early poets of Persia as did the chord changes and rhyming patterns of the songs that Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson would play for the patrons of the roadhouses in the southern United States in the early part of the twentieth century. The most well-known collection of rubais, dating from the eleventh century, is still The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, a story in verse about life lived to its fullest written by a true Renaissance man (Khayyam was a mathematician, philosopher, scientist, and astronomer as well as a gifted poet) several centuries before the Renaissance in Italy would give the Western world this term.

It was only natural, then, that a century after Khayyam, the great Islamic poet, mystic, and creator of the dance of the whirling dervish, Jallalludin Rumi, would craft rubais of his own and add his own particular flavor of sparkle to the tradition. Unlike Khayyam, who carefully crafted his poems in private and put pen to paper, Rumi was more of an ecstatic street rapper, a spontaneous wordsmith who would speak and compose his poems on the spot as he wandered around his adopted town of Konya, stopping now and then to talk to anyone who would listen. Fortunately for us, his closest followers would walk with him and record the words that poured like a torrent from their beloved teacher’s mouth.

Rubais can also be considered a Persian form of Japanese haiku: short and pithy aphorisms and observations about life, whose depth and message often belie the brevity of their form. Like the best songs of our modern era, a great deal can be conveyed in just a few, short phrases, and some even read like a tantalizing poetic pitch for a feature-length film script. Their precision and directness well suited Rumi’s wish to convey profound spiritual truths and instructions in a simple form that the townspeople of Konya could understand and resonate with. Even so, very few of Rumi’s rubais have yet been translated into the languages of the contemporary Western world.

The explanation for Rumi’s continued popularity is that he expresses the most profound and complex truths in the most simple and beautiful language. These truths are balm for the heart and soul. They show us a remedy for healing the painful barbs of yearning, longing, and disappointment that stab at us so incessantly. They suggest a way to reconnect ourselves with what we feel we’ve been separated from. They tell us to go back to ourselves. There, and only there, can we find what we’re looking for.

This is the mystic’s secret, and Rumi reveals it to us. The mystical quest, far from being the exclusive plaything of a few unusually gifted, and perhaps a bit strange, individuals, is the birthright of us all. We’re all on this quest, Rumi tells us, and anything less than a complete dissolving into what he calls the world of union isn’t ultimately going to satisfy us.

So where do you go to begin this quest? Rumi is very clear that you need to go into yourself and examine who and what you are and what it is you find there. Paradoxically, it is only through going into yourself that you can get beyond yourself. Through the profound transformation that took place in him through the companionship and spiritual play with his great friend Shams, he came to understand that orthodox religion—with its books, laws, rules, and rituals—was unwittingly keeping its adherents from experiencing this transformation for themselves. The mystical embrace is available to all of us, but the only way to enter into it is through a direct, personal experience. Faith and belief in anything that cannot be directly experienced, no matter how attractive and alluring it may be to the mind, just isn’t going to be able to deliver on its promise.

The rubais in this volume are among our favorites from the more than 1,700 rubais that Rumi spontaneously composed. Some of them delight with their simple imagery; others quietly reveal the most profound spiritual truths and visions. Many of them are funny (a few of them are just plain quirky). Some of them will leave you feeling uplifted. With others, it may feel like being cut with a knife.

As wonderful a poet as Rumi is, he is also a profound spiritual teacher. Seeded in the rubais’ few lines are little spiritual hints that can become the basis for serious spiritual practices. To guide you in understanding the experiences that Rumi is speaking of, I have created the following chapter that provides short explanations of the themes found throughout Rumi’s work: separation and union; existence and absence; annihilation (or melting down); ecstasy and intoxication; the friend; the beloved; the lover; the cupbearer; and sema. It is our hope that this brief exploration of themes will help you to go beyond the words into the direct experience that Rumi so constantly tells us is our birthright.

I honestly don’t think it’s possible for anyone not to identify personally with at least some of the poems in the pages to come, feeling even that Rumi is speaking, across time and space, directly to you. Indeed, you are exactly whom he is speaking to, and each rubai can be considered a personal invitation for you to come out and play in the fields of ecstasy. So read these little nuggets as inspiration and advice from a close friend from across the ages who cares about your heart and soul and knows how to help you. Chew them slowly, and see if you can extract all their taste and meaning. What are they saying? What are they suggesting? What are they encouraging you to do? Can you accept the invitation?
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The Themes of Rumi’s World

Separation and Union

During the nine months of gestation, as it grows and develops inside the womb, a child is at one with its mother. All of its emotional needs are satisfied, its physical requirements met, by the watery environment in which it floats. At the moment of its birth, however, as it parts from its mother, it enters into the rough and tumble world of separation, and so begins the long and often arduous journey of individuating oneself and becoming a fully independent, fully functional human being that can live and stand on its own.

To grow into such an independent entity, separate and distinct from everything else it can perceive to exist outside of its physical body, is the newborn soul’s first task, and people who are not able to successfully complete this task and individuate themselves in this way often have great difficulty in the world.

The consciousness that passes as normal in the world at large, collectively developed by millions of humans over untold thousands of years, is a consciousness of separation. While every one of us may find that we possess unique and different talents that make us unique and different people, we nonetheless share the exact same identity and sense of self with everyone else: We experience ourselves as an entity named “I” (we all have the same name for ourselves) that is somehow poured, like milk into a container, into our physical bodies, and everything that exists inside our body is exclusively “me” while everything that exists outside our body is “other than me.” This is the experiential formula on which the mathematics of separation is founded.

What could be more normal than to identify yourself with the voice inside your head that calls itself “I?” We all do this. We all have to do this. The problem, however, is that the consciousness of separation comes with a shadow side as well, and this shadow side causes us a great deal of suffering. Along with the feelings of genuine accomplishment that accompany independence and successful individuation comes a lurking sense of anxiety, fear, disconnection, and painful alienation. Separation hurts and is scary. We stand alone and look out onto a world of which we’re not a part. Where do we fit into this larger world that we feel so separate from? Where did the soil that we now feel so uprooted from go to? Is there not some way to get back to the garden—or reach forward to a new one?

Rumi provides us with answers. The individuated soul, if it still wants the contentment that it inherently knows to be its birthright, must undertake its second task. It needs to let go of the consciousness of separation that it has worked so hard and successfully to establish and birth itself into a new world in which it feels naturally merged and unified with everything that is. We started our life in the embrace of our mother’s womb. We were expelled into the world of separation. Now it’s time to enter forward into the larger embrace of what Rumi calls union.
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