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RUMI

Tales of the Spirit

A Journey to Healing the Heart

Kamla K Kapur






Praise for Rumi: Tales of the Spirit



“Kamla has written an amazing book [in which] she shares Rumi’s untold stories combined with her own rich perspective-expanding commentaries, making them highly relevant to all of us, opening doors and windows in our minds through which we can glimpse a different, lighter, more joyous way of being and living. Insights and strategies are driven home through concrete, unforgettable tales that will stay with you as guiding principles to live by.”

—Daniel Burrus, author of the New York Times best seller Flash Foresight

“This marvelous work of a thirteenth-century religious visionary is a cosmic road map that teaches us, among many things, how to cleverly embrace suffering and thereby harness our inner demons, the better to find our better angels. Here we learn that from them both come self-knowledge, joy, gratitude, fearlessness, and ultimately survival and triumph. Kamla Kapur helpfully holds our hand on the journey. The miraculous insight is—it works.”

—Thomas Hoover, author of The Zen Experience

“Rumi’s never-before-told stories coupled with Kamla Kapur’s deep wisdom about the journey from suffering to peace provide us with an elegant road map.”

—Ken Druck, PhD, author of The Real Rules of Life and Courageous Aging

“Kapur’s style of writing is elegant, her analysis of characters and symbols in the stories is insightful, and she shows a personal intimacy with the parables and the poetry. The result is, as the title of the book says, Rumi’s stories to live by—to live by the Spirit.”

—Rasoul Shams, author of Rumi: The Art of Loving and founding director of the Rumi Poetry Club
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To the guides from all traditions who teach us how to walk The Way
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I have learned and grown most from the worst of my experiences. The definition of this learning and growth is the subject of this preface, Rumi’s stories, and the commentaries that follow.

The thesis—or, rather, the hope—of this book is that we can and must turn from being closed to being open, from contraction to expansion, from isolation to connection, taking the first steps toward wisdom, happiness, and joy.

Rumi is known as a poet throughout the world. Few people know that Rumi is also a master storyteller—that, in fact, storytelling is just a part of his multidimensional self. He is a Total Being: man, lover, saint, philosopher, poet, metaphysician, jurist, theologian, guide, psychologist, and phenomenologist.

Controversial fragments of biography veil Rumi’s beginnings, but most biographers and historians agree upon a few facts. Rumi (1207–1273) was born in Persia and lived most of his life in what we now call Turkey. Born into a noble family, he pursued scholarship and jurisprudence. In his late thirties he met Shams, a ragged, wandering mystic in his sixties, and the meeting was transformational for Rumi. The intensity of his relationship with Shams catapulted Rumi into a vision of the universe as experienced through the eyes of love. It plunged Rumi into the wellspring of creativity; poetry and music began to pour out of him. Shams had kindled in him a love of the divine that was henceforth to be Rumi’s guiding light.

When Shams passed out of Rumi’s life a few years later—some say jealous disciples murdered him, or perhaps Rumi’s youngest son—Rumi was distraught. After a disciple of Rumi suggested he write down his thoughts, Rumi, it is said, dictated the entire Mathnawi over the course of some years.

Situated at the interface between the East and the West, Rumi was poised to go in both directions. His growing global popularity more than 800 years later is evidence of his abiding relevance.

We are all made of one fabric, and what happens to one person happens, in a way, to all of us. Stories are experiences that help us understand this journey called life, and can teach us how to live better, with greater equanimity, if not joy. Though in one sense I am not relating my own stories in this book, the stories of Rumi’s that I’ll retell are rich with instruction for the hungry soul, both yours and mine.

One thing that all the stories have in common is that their characters suffer in some way. This reflects the cultivation of a perspective on suffering (and perspective is, after all, is what we need to face and overcome the many adverse circumstances we meet in life) that is the purpose of Rumi’s stories in this book. The stories also show us that to triumph, we have to observe our thoughts very carefully. Our thinking drives our feelings and actions, and our mind can either destroy or save us.

Rumi does not merely tell us to keep our hearts and minds in the right place, but shows us, in the fate of the characters, the tragic consequences of not doing so.

Suffering in all its forms is integral to the human condition. None of us can avoid it, not even those we call pirs, sages, gurus, prophets, or guides. But the wise ones know that something as pivotal as suffering must have a spiritual purpose. Through the centuries our guides have discovered, through intense self-observation, highly effective ways of thinking which function as spiritual tools to assuage mental and physical pain by using it to their advantage.

As with evolution, we flourish in a favorable environment, and either adapt or perish in a hostile one. Though in parts of the world this environment still consists of one’s physical habitat and life circumstances, many people live in stable enough conditions that their evolution takes the form of psychic survival and triumph.

If, in the footsteps of the guides, we concede that human purpose is ultimately the cultivation of consciousness, humankind’s greatest gift and responsibility, we will be able to see that this purpose is intimately tied to spiritual evolution.

Suffering’s role here is an extensive one. In the labyrinths, dead ends, and happenstances of human physical and spiritual evolution, suffering can expand our consciousness or contract it. Expansion ensures survival at its best; contraction, if it doesn’t kill us, can make us ill and miserable.

It simply cannot be that our species—which has made huge strides in knowledge and technology, medicine and science—is a random excrescence, a biological by-product of a haphazard event. We are the blossoming of creation. We cannot allow ourselves to flounder and blunder through life. After all, it is our birthright to live with purpose and meaning. Whether we know and follow it or not, the spiritual quest is, for all people, a yearning. That much of our suffering comes from our feelings and thoughts about the aimlessness of existence is evidence that all but the most wounded of us search for spiritual meaning. Its absence is what causes much of the dysfunction in individuals, families, groups, tribes, and nations. If we give ourselves the choice of prevailing in the face of our physical and mental environments and take on the rewarding burdens of self-observation, suffering becomes grist and fuel for spiritual growth. Our guides have seen through the terrible mask of pain in all its forms, and realized how rich its rewards are. Suffering is an impetus for a series of unfolding transformations that fuel our journey to healing and wholeness, which cultures around the world refer to as some variation of The Way, or The Path.

This image of the path that leads from suffering to peace is central to all religions because it is central to the human psyche’s struggle to find a way to serenity, happiness, joy. In fact, another definition of all religions can be “paths,” since they give their adherents a passage from darkness to light. All these paths, if we are careful not to become bigots deriding other paths, lead us to that home within ourselves that is far sturdier, more comfortable and peace-filled than anything made of wood, brick, and mortar: the home that is the thrust of all our seeking.

I was brought up as a Sikh. The Sikh holy book, the Guru Granth Sahib, is a compilation of hymns of Sikh gurus as well as Hindu and Sufi saints. The fabric of Sikh history is woven through with Muslim characters. The Sikh gurus believe that all religions are to be revered because they reveal aspects of the same universal truths. The One can be found in the Hindu Vedas as well as the Koran, said Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth Sikh guru. This perspective of the common roots of all spiritual traditions is particularly relevant to our times, when there is so much fragmentation between different religious ideologies.

Why are almost all religions, distant from each other in time and space, so similar in essence as to use the same symbol, The Way? Despite its many manifestations, there is really only One Way. It is the path of spiritual growth that we all have the ability to travel. It is a direction, in the sense of instruction as well as the course on which a person needs to move to arrive at a particular destination. It is the direction leading us when all other direction is lost; it is what we want so desperately to find in times of chaos and confusion—something, someone to turn to. The comfort of having this recourse, this “turning to,” is healing enough.

We generally think of thought and action as two different things, but thought is action. It often takes just a tiny, invisible inner gesture, a fraction of a one-degree assent to a particular manner of thinking or remembrance that is the action required to change our view completely. Often all it takes to simplify and solve a problem or situation is to think about it in a different way. The Way is a method of thinking about distress that opens up doors and windows in our brain with a vision of the free blue sky beyond the dungeons we inhabit, and must inhabit, because it is our destiny to suffer. Suffering is sort of woven into our very flesh, perhaps because it serves such an integral function in our multidirectional evolution. The Way is a way to transform our experiences and realities. When we commit to it, then it is The Way that carries us to our destinations.

The Way is treaded by our guides. No path is easy, but then neither is the task of navigating our way through the turbulent waters of life. Suffering, disease, anxiety, mental instability, loss, fears, and death are democratic in the extreme and affect all. Some perish from these perils, and many who survive find themselves embittered by their experiences, living a life of “quiet desperation.”

Rumi’s stories show us in unmistakable and clear signposts the obstacles to The Way and how to overcome them.

In many instances I have combined several of Rumi’s stories into one, added names and endings when they were diffuse in the originals, and recreated them for our times. The categories I have put them in are mine rather than Rumi’s, though the organizing themes I’ve used are ubiquitous in his writings. The narratives primarily demonstrate the themes under which they appear, but on the whole Rumi’s tales are far too complex structurally and metaphysically to be entirely contained within category bounds. Rumi and his stories are like the delta of a river that splits into many distributaries emptying into the same ocean. The main argument is invariably complemented by many related ideas. A reader new to Rumi would do well not to look with too much focus for a theme, and to understand at the outset a point that Rumi himself examines throughout the Mathnawi, the source of these stories. The story—with all its attendant devices of analogy, allegory, parable, characters, plots, metaphors, symbols, and even words themselves—is itself a device to clothe, express, and delineate the inexpressible Invisible. In learning to see through the story to its message and meaning, a reader can develop a perception of The Way: to see behind and beyond the senses to the Reality of which they are reflections. “How long,” Rumi cries to the reader and himself, “will you play at loving the shape of the jug? Leave the shape of the jug, go, go seek the water.”

By being thus isolated from Rumi’s volumes, these stories both gain and lose. Like a gem worked on by a lapidary and displayed in the bazaars of the world, Rumi is made accessible and available to a modern audience and his enduring worth and beauty are brought before us. But because these tales have been mined from their matrix, so intimately reflective of Rumi’s message of that Whole from which, like the reed from the reed bed, we are separated, I can only hope they will lead the serious reader back to the rich and priceless complexity of Rumi’s originals.

We would do well to examine our lives in the light of these stories, and thereby discover ways to become conscious of inner demons that breed misery in our minds and bodies. These demons cannot be destroyed. But with the requisite training they can be harnessed, and, in Rumi’s words, made to “hew stone for thy palace.”


Now listen to the outward form of a tale, but take heed
 
    to separate the grain from the chaff.

MATHNAWI, Book I, 202
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PART 1 EMBRACE SUFFERING
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The Friend is like gold,

tribulation is like the fire:

the pure gold is glad

in the heart of fire.

MATHNAWI, Book II, 1461
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When the blossom is shed,

the fruit comes to a head;

when the body is shattered,

the spirit lifts up its head.

MATHNAWI, Book I, 2929
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CHAPTER 1 WE NEVER KNOW WHY
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Ahmed was sleeping peacefully in an orchard when he was suddenly, and rudely, awakened to find a stranger beating him violently.

“What…? Why are you…?” Ahmed asked, but more blows answered his queries. The stranger did not reply though his eyes bulged with rage.

Stunned, barely awake, and wondering if he was having a nightmare, Ahmed tried to ward off the blows with his hands, but the onslaught was relentless.

“O God,” Ahmed cried inwardly. “What sin have I committed? I am a good man, and I haven’t harmed anyone. Why then are you punishing me?”

Ahmed managed to run away from the crazy stranger as fast as he could, and rested, panting and frothing, under an apple tree. But the tall stranger grabbed him and began to beat him again for no reason at all.

“Who are you and what have I done to you…” Ahmed began, but the stranger was obviously deranged. At the point of his sword he forced Ahmed to eat the rotten apples that had fallen on the ground.

“But why…?”

“Eat! Eat! Faster! More!” cried the stranger, stuffing the apples into Ahmed’s mouth.

Ahmed had many questions to ask the stranger, but his mouth was full of apples. Nonplussed and almost driven insane with his situation, Ahmed replayed in his mind all the other tragedies that had befallen him in his life. He came to the conclusion that life was inherently absurd and full of meaningless suffering.

“I curse you!” Ahmed screamed inwardly at the stranger. His stomach was so full that he couldn’t breathe. And just when he thought he was going to pass out, the stranger took out a whip and began to beat him with it.

“Run,” screamed the stranger. “Run! Faster! Faster!” Gorged with the apples, exhausted, sleepy, his feet and face covered with bleeding sores and wounds, Ahmed ran with the stranger in hot pursuit. All night the stranger chased and tortured him. At dawn they came to a stream, and his pursuer made Ahmed go down on his knees and drink the water like an animal.

“Drink!” he yelled. “More, drink more!”

Ahmed drank till he could drink no more, then sat up on the bank, and threw up everything he had eaten and drunk.

“This is the end,” he thought to himself. “We suffer like this all our lives and then we die.”

He looked up at the tall stranger and said, “I will die easily if you just tell me why.”

Without any words, the stranger pointed his sword at Ahmed’s vomit. There, amidst the rotten apples lay a long black snake, writhing and hissing, his tongue darting in and out of his mouth.

“I was riding by when I saw the snake slither into your open, snoring mouth,” the stranger explained.

“But… but why didn’t you just tell me the reason? I would have obeyed you meekly, done everything you asked me to, and borne your blows knowing that my suffering had a purpose!”

“Because,” replied the stranger, sheathing his sword and putting away his mace and whip, “had I told you there was a black snake in you, you would have died of fright. This was the lesser suffering.”

Ahmed fell at the feet of the stranger, and said, “O blessed is the hour you saw me. Blessed is the suffering you inflicted to awaken me.”



Ahmed’s experience sounds very much like our own when we suffer intensely, in the way that it may seem unreasonable or causeless. We often “awake” from our seemingly peaceful life by some “bolt from the blue,” an illness or death that disrupts everything and causes us immense grief. We feel whipped and lashed by the unremitting circumstances of life, by crazy strangers, friends and relatives we loved and trusted, by loss and ill health. Bewildered, we try to figure out why it is happening. Like Ahmed we wonder: “What have I done to deserve this? Is there no God in the universe who looks after me?”

Ahmed’s suffering is multiplied by his inability to answer this “why.” He was sleeping peacefully when his ordeal began. But though his sleep seemed peaceful, it was the peace of an ignorant man who thought he had nothing to fear. His greatest certainty, it would appear, was that he lived in a rational world where everything happens for an obvious reason. He hasn’t yet learned that life is far more mysterious than he knows, that there are reasons and designs that transcend our knowing. In fact, Ahmed knows very little and cannot see this “terrible” event from the perspective of the Mystery that the English-speaking world has fossilized as “God.” Like us, Ahmed is so shortsighted he cannot see what, in the long run, is in his best interest: that his suffering is his cure.

A story about Socrates comes to mind, a story that I try to bear in mind in my own life. It woke me up—stories can do that; they have survived through the centuries because of their invaluable ability to teach us life lessons. You can enter stories, and by identifying with the central characters, live through the events, experience what they experience or at least relate to their experiences, and learn profound lessons, albeit prone to frequent, if not constant, forgetting.

Here is Socrates’ story in brief.

The priestess at the temple of Delphi tells Socrates that he is the wisest man in Athens. This perplexes Socrates. The priestess always speaks the truth, and Socrates knows that this statement is false. Socrates simply does not believe that he is the wisest man in Athens. Usually calm and peaceful, even in the face of death, he is so rattled by this statement that he meets with all the men in Athens who he thinks are wiser than he is. He comes away from the meetings with the conviction that the priestess did, indeed, speak the truth; that he is, after all, the wisest man in Athens. Why? Because these wise men thought they had figured out everything and had an answer to every question. Socrates is wise because he knows he knows nothing.

Ah, to live with this knowledge from moment to moment! How we forget and inflate ourselves with the “knowledge” we think is absolute! We often think we have life all figured out and dismiss as false everything that falls outside our constricted configurations. Our ego makes us believe we know what the future will be, what the past was all about, what the present means. We feel so superior and smug in our knowing that we know everything there is to know, and all our knowledge tells us there is no purpose or meaning to our suffering; that we are to the gods as “flies to wanton boys. They kill us for their sport,” as Shakespeare says.

Life punishes us for forgetting when we should remember—for sleeping when we should be awake. As we sleep, a metaphor for living without awareness, black snakes of negative, hurtful thoughts and feelings slither into our bodies and our brains, multiply as a result of our lack of attention, and wreak havoc with our peace. Looking at it another way, we all house black snakes in our bodies and minds that only suffering can bring to consciousness and expel.

How miserable we make ourselves by thinking that our point of view, our perspective is the truth, the only reality, the only story that there is. How much time and energy we expend in justifying ourselves to ourselves, thinking we alone are right. We never stop to say to ourselves: I don’t know. I know nothing. Maybe I am blind to the reason why I am suffering? Maybe there is a meaning to life, after all? Maybe I am not as bad or as good as I think I am? Maybe the truth transcends my knowing?

If Ahmed had thought this, his suffering would have been life-transforming instead of life-denying. But then, would there even be a story about his experience? Probably not, because suffering constitutes a large part of our experience of life and is the subject of most stories.

So many of our anxieties spring from our blind certainties that the scenarios our brain mushrooms are real, and true, when they are just illusions, delusions, imaginary tricks Maya plays with her magic, transporting us to places that the demons of our fears and desires have conjured. Like Ahmed, we think, “This is it. I am dying. Life is meaningless.” Our perspective breaks down and we plummet into despair. It is precisely the breakdown of our perspective that causes despair. A remembrance of “I don’t know,” or “Perhaps something good will come of it,” acts like magic and we begin our journey upward, out of darkness.

The practice of admitting and acknowledging not knowing diminishes our anxieties. The brain thinks it knows something, congeals around that knowing, and won’t even entertain the possibility that things might be—or might happen—some other way. How can we possibly predict all the possibilities and the many directions our life may take from the point at which we are? Life is inherently unpredictable. Sometimes a cancer patient is given a few months to live but stays alive for many years. Other times, a young person is suddenly killed in a car crash on their way to their wedding or a job interview. The scientific Principle of Uncertainty, which poses a fundamental limit to the precision of our knowledge of particles, applies to our lives as well. Its function is to keep us humble in our knowledge that we know nothing about things of which we purport to know much; that the Mystery delights in throwing us curve balls that we will be unable to bat but must expect. Or even if we fail to expect them (and we fail almost all the time), we have to prepare to accept them when they happen. And invariably we can’t—at least not at first. Our brains tell us everything is wrong. We complain, whine, get depressed, but we must maintain our vigilance to move in the direction of a trustful unknowing and an acceptance of what is. On The Way, these two responses, trust and acceptance, serve us well.

That’s why the guides tell us to beware, to watch like hawks the workings of our mind, which constantly stumbles on its knowing and creates a lot of trouble for itself. You cannot harness the mind, stop it, block it, or lobotomize it; it continues to flow like a river through many terrains and levels. When we are unaware of its eddies, it sucks us down into the depths of self-deprecation, self-recriminations, and flagellations; with the force of a flood it multiplies our lack of self-esteem and meaning to the point of drowning. Before we know it, we are tumbling in a vicious vortex of negativity from which we cannot extricate ourselves by our own efforts alone.

We can only hope that the next time we suffer we will remember that suffering brings us a gift: of self-observation, self-reflection, self-examination—of walking, if just a few steps, forward on The Way. Socrates comes to mind again: “The unexamined life,” he says, “is not worth living.” Pretty harsh words. But that is the standard he has set for himself and anyone who would follow The Way.

Briefly, the examined life means that we not only think but also think about our thinking: Could my thoughts be false? Am I right in thinking this way? Can I examine my brain to see if I can think about this some other way that moves past my own self-righteous views to another way of thinking that is more inclusive of the other, more compassionate? So many of our troubles arise because our thinking about issues is flawed.

To accept and acknowledge that we are in trouble is the first step toward getting out of it. The second is to know that we have arrived here by our own lack of vigilance. The third is to decide to do what it takes to get out of it. The fourth is to remember that our suffering has a purpose, though we may not be able to see it, dunked as we are in the murky waters of our circumstances.

But there is a catch here. Our own efforts will get us only so far when we are helpless. We have to solicit the aid of our guides, or the Guide of all Guides, who is no farther away from us than our own skins and hearts. We cannot do this without first remembering that help is available. We have to surrender our suffering humbly to the Invisible yet everywhere manifest Being, who all our guides remind us, is the only One, called variously by different religions—God, Christ, Yahweh, Allah, Brahma, Guru—who alone can subdue our pain.
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