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Dedication

Murshid Wali Ali Melvin Meyer passed from his body on Thanksgiving Day, 2022. He dedicated his life to the awakening of all beings, and touched thousands of lives in his 80 years — lives of those who knew him personally and those who read his words, heard his voice on recordings, or received his transmission through video. Our deep gratitude and love for Murshid Wali Ali live on.
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Introduction

Dear Reader,

This book has been a wish of mine for over two decades. I have felt it would be a way for you to “experience the teacher” in a similar way to those of us who had the privilege of knowing Samuel Leonard Lewis during his lifetime (October 18, 1896 — January 15, 1971).

I met my teacher Murshid Sam in early summer of 1969. He left his earthly form less than two years later. Still, I can say I have felt his guiding presence every day since. In some of his last teachings, presented at his home in San Francisco in December 1970, he repeated, “The connection between the student and the teacher is in no way dependent on one or the other being in the body.” This has proven true for me. I make this an invitation for all of you not just to learn the history of this remarkable man, but to experience the guidance stream here and now.

As you will read in the following pages, Murshid Sam’s own experience was the proof of the teachings. He told us that three years to the day after the passing of his Sufi teacher, Hazrat Inayat Khan, Inayat appeared to him in full form and guided him. He further explained Hazrat Inayat Khan did not continue to appear regularly in that way but still taught him every day. You will also read that in the 1940s he had experiences of both Prophet Muhammad and Christ appearing to him. Muhammad became his guide, and Christ presented him with a peace plan for the Middle East and directed him to work for peace in Palestine.

As a living demonstration of the universality of religious ideals — all paths leading to the One — six weeks after Murshid Sam began his Sufi practice with Murshida Rabia Martin he became a disciple of Zen Buddhism under the guidance of Rev. M. T. Kirby. His Zen studies continued over the years, significantly with Roshi Nyogen Senzaki, Roshi Sokei–an Sasaki, and Dr. Kyung-Bo Seo. He continued deepening in the Sufi path by becoming a disciple of Hazrat Inayat Khan in 1923 and received widespread recognition of his realization throughout Pakistan during his travels in 1956 and the 1960s. He immersed himself in Jewish mysticism (Kabbalah) as well as the Christian mysteries. In the 1950s he reported having a recurring vision of a saint accompanied by the words, “In one year’s time by land or sea I will come to thee!” It turned out to be the great enlightened Indian Swami, Papa Ramdas, and Samuel also became his disciple.

Along with this unfolding of the Path of the Mystic, you will see that not only did Murshid Sam have a deep inner life, but he also dedicated himself to relieving suffering in the outer world. He was biologist and botanist, dedicated to gardening, horticulture, and farming methods, to water desalinization, seed exchange, food production and in general recognizing the Holy Book of Nature. He involved himself in politics, constantly writing letters to world leaders. During World War II he worked for Army Intelligence. He worked for social reforms.

In 1966 while in the hospital for heart trouble, Murshid Sam shared that he had a vision: “Allah came to me and said, ‘I make you spiritual leader of the hippies!’ I was flat on my back so it was hard to argue.”

The last years of his life were a flowering of everything that had come before. The young people of the day flocked around him. In 1968, following inner vision, he gathered his students around, asking them to hold hands in a circle to move, chant and sing sacred phrases from the mysticism of Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, and Hinduism in Arabic, Hebrew, Sanskrit, and other languages. These practices became known as the “Dances of Universal Peace.” At that time when there were only a handful of us dancing, he told us this sacred practice would go around the world. True to his prediction there are now Dance circles in 50 countries.

Samuel Lewis distinctively combined unshakable strength with great tenderness and the capacity for occasional fierce love. May his life serve as an inspiration to persevere even in the light of protracted obstacles as we return again and again to the Voice which constantly comes from within.

GRATITUDE

MORE THAN TWO DECADES AGO, I made the request to write a proper biography of Murshid Samuel Lewis to the person I felt was most gifted for the task, Murshid Wali Ali Meyer. Wali Ali was Murshid Samuel Lewis’s Esoteric Secretary and lived with his teacher for several years. Ten years ago, my friend of fifty years, Wali Ali, accepted. This book is the result.

With profound gratitude, I wish to express my appreciation for Murshid Wali Ali’s efforts fulfilling my Heart wish, so the world has a much better chance to “Meet the Teacher” — Murshid Samuel Lewis.

I also wish to express deep appreciation to the extraordinary editorial team of Barakat Bryan and Halim Dunsky who with amazing dedication carried the project to its completion.

Kudos to our book designers: Hassan Herz, also a direct disciple of Murshid Sam, and Jelaluddin Hauke Sturm, now one of our senior teachers living in Berlin, Germany.

Further gratitude to head researcher Tawwaba Bloch, who provided invaluable information for the biography project, and to Saadi Neil Douglas-Klotz for his generous support to the author and researchers. The list is long of those who contributed to research in many areas, and apologies are extended for any oversights. Included are Colyn Brown, Barakat Bryan, Junaid Michael Burke, Saraswati Andrea Burke, Shivadam Adam Burke, Walia Donna DeMille, Majida Teresa Dietze, Halim Dunsky, Talat Halman, Haqiqa Nuri Hampton, Iman Michael Howden, Mohsin Mustafa Maken, Suria Rebecca McBride, Tansen Phillip O’Donohoe, Qahira Jo Oppenheimer, Paula Saffire, Yusuf Schuman, Don Stevens, Jami Michael Walsh, and Laurent Weichberger.

To the following behind-the-scenes support people, many thanks for your invaluable assistance: early readers Tansen O’Donohoe, Sabura Perry, and Basira Beardsworth; proofreading support, Wali van der Zwan; image seekers Ali Charles and Andrew Storey; and for image copyright clearance and so much more, Zardusht Chet Van Wert. A special thanks to the team who worked to get the Murshid Sam Archives from paper to their current online format.

And now, my dear reader, let the adventure begin! May this book enliven your heart and inspire you to manifest Loving Kindness and Compassion as the root of all your activities.

April 2023

With gratitude,

Pir Shabda Kahn

Lineage Holder in the line of Murshid Samuel Lewis and his successor Pir Moineddin Jablonski (January 1, 1942–February 27, 2001)



NOTE: The Murshid Samuel Lewis Archives are referenced throughout this book and provide voluminous inspiring material for study, far in excess of what could be incorporated here. We encourage you to make the Archives a part of your adventure:

murshidsam.org
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Précis

Editors’ Note: In 1981, Masheikh (later Murshid) Wali Ali Meyer wrote this condensed story of the life of Murshid Samuel Lewis. It has been lightly edited for presentation here. The original text can be read in the Murshid Samuel Lewis Archives, murshidsam.org, under the title “The Early Life of Murshid Samuel L. Lewis.”

SAMUEL LEONARD LEWIS WAS BORN ON OCTOBER 18, 1896 to Jacob Lewis (a salesman at the Levi Strauss Company) and the former Harriet Rosenthal. He once said, “My parents never forgave me for being conceived out of wedlock.” He was an unusual child, a child prodigy; his mother often claimed to have had a dream of the Prophet Samuel before the child’s birth and therefore gave him that name. But these unusual qualities did not endear him to his family. His father never could accept the other–worldly tendencies of his oldest son. He was angered time and again that Samuel was not interested in business, competition and material success. In all matters his younger brother Elliott was preferred; even when he lied and stole, this was at least showing interest in money.

This introverted and deeply studious young man, with his memories of previous lives and his mystical inclinations, graduated from San Francisco’s top high school, Lowell, with the highest grades in its history to that point. But his well–to–do family refused to send him to college. This family rejection and conflict was one of the crosses he had to bear until the end of his life. He achieved reconciliation with his parents and with his brother shortly before their respective deaths, and funds from his father allowed him to resume college when he was already in his 50s. He continued taking courses until his death; his passion for knowledge was inexhaustible.

He told his students on several occasions that it was his own family rejection which made him naturally sympathetic to the young people who came to him with similar problems at the end of his life. It was one of the ways God prepared him to be of help to others, he later came to believe. Through rejection after rejection in life he developed great patience and perseverance until at the end of his life, the flow of time and evolution began to catch up with him — initially in the persons of the youth of the late sixties. He repeated again and again the phrase of Christ: “The stone which is rejected is become the cornerstone.” He said that this was the koan for his life.

While he had “intimations of immortality” from early childhood and reports reading about psychic research at age 13, his mystical training was set into motion a few years later:

In 1915, at the age of 18, he goes to the Palace of Education at the World’s fair which was held in San Francisco. There he meets with Theosophy, which taught him “All religions are right. They differ on the outside when taken exoterically, they agree on the inside if taken esoterically. All religions are from God. There are seven planes of existence, the lower one experienced in life after life, the higher ones only by sages and the illumined.” He knows in his depth of being that this is true. He believes he has found the Way. He continues to read all the world’s scriptures voraciously. He is still living at home, something of a recluse. But the teachings of the Theosophists have proven to be only intellectual and he renews his search.

In November 1919 he is walking on Sutter Street; he sees a display of books. He is unaware of how but soon he is upstairs facing a little dark–haired lady. She is Jewish. “You can explain the Kabbalah?” he asks. “Yes, and all religions.” “What is Sufism?” “Sufism is the essence of all religions. It has been brought to the West by Hazrat Inayat Khan.” The woman is Murshida Rabia A. Martin, Inayat Khan’s senior disciple, and his first appointed Murshida.

Shortly after this he formally begins his study of Zen, meeting the Zen teacher Rev. M. T. Kirby, a disciple of the Rinzai Abbot Shaku Soyen. His study of religion has now taken a much deeper turn.

In June of 1923 he has a vision of the arrival of Hazrat Inayat Khan and his mergence with him. The next day, noon, the summer solstice, he is summoned to meet the Pir–o–Murshid. Samuel walks into the room only to see a tremendous light. “Come, don’t be afraid,” says the Murshid. He takes initiation. He is loyal to his teacher through thick and thin for the rest of his life: “He was the first person to ever touch my heart.” Thereafter, he introduces Rinzai Zen master Nyogen Senzaki and Hazrat Inayat Khan, who “entered samadhi together.”

Samuel begins to write poetry and numerous essays on religious themes. His being is beginning to ferment. His behaviour patterns become stranger and even more difficult for his family to understand; his health begins to deteriorate. In 1925 he is on the verge of a nervous breakdown. By his own report he goes into the wilderness to die. This is on land in Fairfax, California, owned by Murshida Martin, dedicated to the Sufi work and called Kaaba Allah. He is to make a khilvat or spiritual retreat. In the midst of it, the legendary Khwaja Khizr appears and offers him the gift of music or poetry. He chooses poetry. Khizr appears again the next night. And then all the Prophets of God appear; Elijah presents him a robe in vision, and Mohammed appears to him as the Seal of the Prophets. For the next 45 years until his death he never questions the validity of these experiences.

He remains silent about them until Hazrat Inayat Khan’s return to America in 1926. Then he seeks an interview and tells the Sufi master of his experiences. Inayat Khan summons him back for five more interviews and gives him tremendous responsibilities for the work. He makes him “Protector of the Message.” During the course of these interviews Inayat Khan yells at him that he has not as many trustworthy disciples as he has fingers on one hand. This yell literally knocks him over, and he later says that it was at this moment that he received the full transmission of Baraka (blessing–magnetism) from his teacher. It was to be, he later says, the strength for his whole life.

Hazrat Inayat Khan reads Samuel’s early efforts at spiritual commentary and tells him that he is to be a leader in the Brotherhood work — the efforts to build a bridge of communication between the mystics and the intellectuals. Inayat Khan has Samuel and Paul Reps take a special pledge to protect and be loyal to Rabia Martin, not to let her defend herself in public or take up money matters. On these latter points he fails. Hazrat Inayat Khan dies the next year and the Sufi Movement which he establishes becomes divided by politics. Murshida Martin uses Samuel as her foil for making her claim for succession, having him write numerous letters to headquarters.

In 1930, three years after his passing, Hazrat Inayat Khan appears to Samuel in vision and exerts pressure upon his crown center. From then on Samuel receives communications from Inayat. He writes lesson paper after paper for the Sufi mureeds. He writes numerous commentaries on the esoteric teachings of the Pir–o–Murshid. These commentaries he continues to write until his death, often rewriting his commentaries three or four times. The 1930s is a fertile period for his writing, particularly the prophetic types of materials which is all that survived the Kaaba Allah fire of 1949.

He begins to live at Kaaba Allah, and stays there throughout most of the depression years. He has no salary; his work is as a gardener and groundskeeper. He lives off the land. Murshida Martin appoints him as her Khalif (representative) and he bears much of the responsibility for the running of the Sufi Khankah. But as the years go on they have increasingly more differences. He is being taken through inner initiations all the time and his outer behaviour patterns reflect this inner intoxication. There is no one around who can be his teacher. He takes the spiritual name Murad, meaning one who receives by Grace.

During the 1930’s Samuel also spends time in Los Angeles with Luther Whiteman collaborating on the book Glory Roads, a classic study of Utopian movements in the state of California, and conducting what they called “propaganda analysis.” He is becoming more involved with social issues. He lives for a time at the bohemian community called the Dunes in southern California. He is still a celibate, not by choice but by fate; he rarely even touches a woman and never men.

The outbreak of World War II finds him working as a historical consultant and secretary for Army Intelligence (G2). His immediate superior Capt. Edward Landsdale tells him to burn all his diaries of this period. “This was easy because nobody believed me anyway,” he says later. He was fighting the war in the inner planes, and his diaries were a chronicle of this.

After the war years, Murshida Martin appoints Ivy Duce her successor — someone nobody in the Sufi Order knew — bypassing Samuel who had been her chief representative for years. Ivy Duce decides to turn everything over to Meher Baba. Samuel tries to accept this out of loyalty; he goes to South Carolina where he lives as a beachcomber. Finally after two years he is given a vision of the grand mosque of the heavens where Jesus sweeps the floors, Mohammed takes up the shoes, and this lady goes around demanding and demanding from others. He is allowed to leave. He collects one box of his multitudinous writings and leaves Kaaba Allah. It burns down the next day. He is wrongfully accused of burning it down and finds himself disgraced, penniless, broken. The sacred writings of Hazrat Inayat Khan are withheld from him.

Around this time he gets a vision from Jesus Christ of how to bring peace in Palestine. He goes to school. Takes odd jobs. Has some very small allowance from his family. Does many spiritual practices. Writes copiously. Works with orphaned children. Takes up horseback riding, folk dancing, ornamental horticulture. Works with road crews planting shrubs and flowers.

In 1956 Samuel makes his first trip to Asia and is accepted everywhere. He is recognized by spiritual teachers of all schools. He takes up many world projects. In 1960 he makes his second trip. He studies and teaches Sufism in the East. Among many other recognitions is made a Murshid in the Chishti Order of Sufis, the parent school of Hazrat Inayat Khan. He works actively distributing different kinds of seeds around the world and working on solutions to world food problems. In 1962 he returns to the United States.

In 1966 he begins to attract a few young disciples. He lands flat on his back in the hospital and God comes to him and appoints him “Spiritual Leader of the Hippies.” It’s something he never expected, but shortly after this time the young people begin to flock to his door. He finds the family he never had. At the end of his life he is hugging and kissing men and women all the time. He originates the Dances of Universal Peace, often called Sufi Dances, and dedicates them to the Temple of Understanding which is committed — as was Inayat Khan — to providing a house of prayer for all peoples. These dances, which take sacred phrases from all the world’s religions, have since spread worldwide. He originates the work of the Sufi Choir and institutes spiritual instruction through music. He credits his “fairy godmother” Ruth St. Denis with his ability to draw Dance forms out of the cosmos and for his inspiration to teach through the Walk.

In 1968 he joins forces with Pir Vilayat Khan, the eldest son of his first teacher, and there follows a great flowering of the Sufi work in the United States. Murshid Sufi Ahmed Murad Chisti — as Samuel is now known — appoints his own spiritual successor, Moineddin Jablonski, from among his disciples, as well as several Sheikhs and Khalifs. In December of 1970 a fall down stairs gives him a brain concussion and he dies on January 15, 1971. His work is continued by his energetic and devoted disciples.

“For years,” Samuel said about himself, “I followed a Gandhian attitude, always yielding, and got nothing for it. When once I was able to be firm and take the path of the master everything came my way.”

The events of the last years of Samuel’s life were so full they deserve a chronicle all their own. This brief biographical sketch focuses on less–known periods of his early life. At the end, all the seeds of his earlier efforts and experiences came to fruition. Finally he got the Divine instruction: “Harvest what you can, and leave the rest to Me.”
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Selected Family Tree of Samuel Leonard Lewis



CHAPTER 1
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Setting the Stage

THE RISING NEW SPIRITUAL MOVEMENT in the United States in the late 1960s was portrayed in the movie Sunseed[1], which prominently featured Samuel Lewis.*[2] At a wedding of two of his students on the spring equinox of 1970, Murshid Sam †[3] is seen singing as the Lord High Chancellor in Gilbert and Sullivan’s Iolanthe:

And every one who’d marry a Ward
Must come to me for my accord
And in my court I sit all day
Giving agreeable girls away
With one for him — and one for he —
And one for you — and one for ye —
And one for thou — and one for thee —
But never, oh, never a one for me!
Which is exasperating for
(Murshid inserts here: “No, it isn’t!”)
A highly susceptible chancellor.[4]

If it was ever your role to drive Murshid Samuel Lewis anywhere, there was a good chance that along the way he would break out in an aria from Gilbert and Sullivan or other light opera. Gilbert and Sullivan were popular in his parents’ home and he knew much of their work by heart, having grown up in the midst of music and song. The music was a refuge for him. He would spontaneously offer spirited renditions in all kinds of unlikely situations.

One time in the car he asked me if I had a request for a song. I suggested the farcical aria of the monumentally absurd King Dodo,[5] which he supplied with glee. At this stage of Murshid Sam’s life in the late 1960s, joy was his natural medium. It simply never occurred to him to be self–conscious about expressing himself. He was happy being who he was.

It may seem odd to begin a biography of an influential figure in the spiritual evolution of America with accounts of his extemporaneous singing from comic operettas. However, it is an entry into his family story.

Our lives are deeply impacted by the conditions that surround us: from our ancestors, from family in our youth, and from adult relationships. Samuel Lewis’s family history is marked by broken marriages and re–parented children. His parents’ home offered little stability and was at times emotionally frigid, explosively tense, and dramatically lacking in intimacy. Yet even within the barrenness there was an echo of the world of music and theatre.

Raising the Curtain

Samuel Lewis’s ancestors, as far back as the research team has been able to trace (into the 19th century), were Jewish. Those on his mother’s side played the most important historical role. They can be traced to Samuel Krouse, Heiman and Julia Schwarz, and the Schwarzes’ two daughters, Johanna and Leonora. These five were immigrants to America from a part of Prussia that later was absorbed into Poland.

Sam’s great grandfather, Samuel Krouse, had three children with his first wife Johanna in New Jersey: Harry, Rebecca, and Grace. After some years Samuel and Johanna separated, without divorcing, and Krouse moved to San Francisco. He later married his wife’s sister Leonora, who became the matriarch of the family as well as a mother figure for subsequent offspring. This included Krouse’s three children by Johanna, who moved across country to live with Samuel and Leonora in San Francisco for an extended period.
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Leonora Schwarz Krouse on left, Rebecca/Rita Krouse Rosenthal Shrader on right

Krouse’s eldest, Harry, was a musician, composer, arranger, and singer who made his career in the music world. When he joined the family in San Francisco, he gave piano lessons in the home before establishing himself in the broader musical theatre scene. The musical milieu in the home of the Krouses undoubtedly inspired Samuel Lewis’s mother Harriet, Harry’s niece, to develop her own innate musical talents, which in turn gave her son his musical refuge in their dysfunctional home.

Samuel Krouse’s middle child, Rebecca, was Samuel’s Lewis’s maternal grandmother, Harriet’s mother. Rebecca had a rocky marriage to one Morris Rosenthal and ultimately left her husband — as well as her three young children — to marry Louis Shrader, a talented singer and performer also involved in the theatre. They made their home in New York and toured with the DeWolf Hopper Opera Company. Rebecca’s children were left in the care of her father, Samuel Krouse, and his wife, Leonora, Rebecca’s aunt, at the tender ages of five (Harriet), one and a half (Harry), and a few months (Walter). Just as Leonora was a mother figure for earlier generations, she became a grandmother figure of comfort and support to baby Samuel Lewis and other family members, who tended to refer to her as though this role were biological; she was technically Samuel’s great–grandaunt.
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Jacob Lewis

Harriet later married Jacob Lewis, son of Adolph Lewis and Flora Chaim of Massachusetts. At the time of Samuel’s birth, Jacob was a salesman at Levi Strauss. On October 18, 1896, Samuel Leonard Lewis was born to Jacob and Harriet in San Francisco. Samuel’s brother Elliott was born about a year and a half later.

The Stone the Builders Rejected

I shall give thanks to You, for You have answered me, And You have become my salvation. The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief corner stone. This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvellous in our eyes.

PSALM 118[6]

In a 1961 letter to his friend Florie Leonard, Samuel Lewis wrote:

Please bear in mind that this is my diary, for my records and for posterity and is not any effort to win anybody over; indeed some people will say as they always have said: what egotism! All my early life was rife with suffering and I used to envy Job! I am not fooling. The biblical saying that was before me was, “The stone that is rejected is become the corner stone.”[7]*[8]

Great grandfather Samuel Krouse died a few years after Samuel Lewis was born, and Lewis’s father Jacob became the man of the family. It appears there was little intimacy or warmth in the home. Sam’s cousin Mildred later remembered witnessing what she called a war between the two parents, and it had gotten progressively worse.[9] The children were definitely out in the cold, wondering how to make a connection. Any kind of fundamental bonding of heart with Jacob and Harriet was out of reach, and neither child was viewed as having great promise of success in the society that was of paramount importance to their parents.
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Brothers Elliot (L) and Samuel

In the early days, relations between Sam and Elliott were apparently normal for brothers. They competed for what attention and approval was to be had, as would be expected, but the hatred between the parents only worsened over the years, and as a result Elliott obsessively pursued victory in the sibling rivalry.

Samuel had come in with prodigious intellectual gifts, but academic education and erudition were not considered to be of real importance by his parents. His father was a highly successful businessman with an eighth–grade education and didn’t see much, if any, benefit in higher education. Moreover, Samuel’s challenging independence of mind threatened both parents and assaulted their values about what was important. On top of all that was the fact that he was often absorbed in a private inner world.

As beneficiaries of the “American Jerusalem” of San Francisco, Jacob and Harriet Lewis agreed on one thing. They were both fully devoted to the importance of a person’s place in society. Acceptance in the right social circles coupled with charitable actions was a top priority of the world they lived in. They had wealth, a secure niche in the San Francisco landscape, and each on their own attended many social events and supported charities. Sadly, in their eyes, Samuel with his eccentricities and ways of standing out awkwardly in social situations would never fit in San Francisco high society.

Vera Van Voris*[10] described herself as among a few people Harriet invited over to the 9th Avenue home to have fun, which was always when Jacob was away.

You’d have to hear [Harriet] on the piano to believe it. I’d say she had the strength of three men, and it all came out on those keys. It was tremendous power in those little hands, and this little bird-like, alive, vital person who would bang away and stop in the middle and say, “Vera, come here. Did you know my son is named Samuel; do you know why?” And she would tell me the history of Samuel... “They said he was born out of wedlock but... don’t you believe it. He was born a prophet, and he came in the spiritual body first. ... And [Vera’s husband] Arjuna... would hear this [from elsewhere in] the house; and afterwards, he’d say, “She’s mad! She tells the world, but she doesn’t tell her own son.”[11]

Other indications that Samuel Lewis was a gifted being come from his own later writings about his youth. Two papers stand out: “My Lesson in Spiritual Cosmogony and Astronomy” (1925) and “Intimations of Immortality from Juvenile Reminiscences” (ca. 1935).

“Spiritual Cosmogony” was written during a pivotal khilvat (spiritual retreat) Samuel undertook in 1925 under the guidance of Sufi teacher Murshida Rabia Martin in Fairfax, California. The paper included these parenthetical remarks:

The writer always pictured God as a white sky when an infant, and as he grew older the sky gradually disappeared, in proportion as his elders put ideas about God into his head. I learned the alphabet in 5 minutes; I read before I was 3; I read the Bible at six; I read the history of the United States while an infant, before I was 4 I would turn pages of music, always at the right time. I knew cards not long after I could talk. I read the Bible diligently and 3 times until I was 9½, and believed, then. I had many dreams I remember that came true afterwards. I also remembered some things about my former home. Death was not real, even when my grandfather died.*[12] All these things happened with no outer encouragement save a little from my grandmother.†[13] Whence the urge?[14]

Where did his spiritual impulse come from? Samuel Lewis incarnated with the light of intelligence already burning, and with memories of his time before incarnation. Puzzled that nothing in his outer environment existed to support his quest for further spiritual knowledge, Samuel was amazed that he nevertheless strongly felt the urge to pursue that path.

Reading his words begins to give us some insight into the unusual world of his childhood. As a young child Samuel had vivid memories from his soul’s journey through the inner planes toward incarnation. He was a kind of prodigy, gifted in intellectual skills at an age much earlier than normal. He was subject to visions and had ongoing communication with the next realm as well as intimations of his future life.

It is taught in a number of spiritual traditions that some rare souls are born awake and with memory of what came before incarnation. Called a tulku in Tibetan Buddhism, an unusual soul like this is recognized as the reincarnation of a self-realized being who returns to Earth to fulfill their vows of working endlessly for the awakening of all souls. Dream/visions like the one reported by Harriet Lewis of her son being born a prophet are frequent in such cases. Samuel Lewis’s later life further indicates that he had the light of realization from the very outset.

How Different Was He?

The unusual nature of Samuel’s consciousness in childhood is best described in “Intimations of Immortality from Juvenile Reminiscences.” These memories were prophetic, revealing how certain elements in his life would play out, and the challenges he would face. They also document aspects of his inner life as a child.

Significant quotations from the document are included to enrich the picture of Samuel’s inner life through the age of 15.[15] He begins with a description of his sense of self, or soul, from the beginning of his incarnation in a body:

I do not believe there ever was a time in which I did not believe in former life, but this by no means indicates that I necessarily believed in reincarnation (multifold appearances on this plane) or that I was uncreate, lasting from eternity. The child-mind does not philosophize, but it may remember well. Although it is generally claimed that we do not remember the earliest incidents in life, there have been remarkable cases of people who recalled their weaning period.

The child memory seems to be closely connected with the picture memory, or shall we say imagination?

Samuel then remembers aspects of his life before incarnation that were carried forward into his worldly life:

Now as to actual memories. Until I was fifteen I distinctly had the continuing memory of having been in a kind of wood. It was gloomy there, being like a perpetual four o’clock in the afternoon, lacking the bright light of the sun, but not being in darkness. This, I feel, is the condition of the soul, and the afternoon of the soul continues until about the age of seven, when the sun of the soul sets and we are enshrouded in darkness (until the “New Birth”).

Generalizing from his own experience, Samuel describes here what may be any child’s experience — the decreasing stages of awareness of the illuminated nature of their own soul as they grow older. This diminution continues until that original light of knowing disappears into darkness. The phrase “until the New Birth” suggests the possibility of reawakening into one’s inherent nature in this lifetime. The New Birth also points to the soul’s incarnation from the inner planes onto Earth.

Samuel continues with the illuminated nature of his first notion of God, which became obscured over time.

As a positive proof of this — when my great–grandmother who first told me of God, would mention Him to me, I always saw a great sky of white or light ([no] sun in it) and no figure or being or anything anthropomorphic or in form. The man-like God, or the veiled God or mist, or God in symbol came later, particularly after Sunday school studies.

He then details his experience of the wood of four o’clock that he remembered from before incarnation. The experience marked him and continued to influence him:

Returning to the wood. There were three of us closely associated. We had been exiled — my chum and his sweetheart and I. We had been leaders of a great group of reformers of some kind, destined to free humanity. But passing through the realm of the Usurper, we had been deprived of our power and I had lost all my wealth and my wife (or sweetheart) besides.

These two souls with me I feel were Maurice and Minnie. In my last visions of this wood, which continued... until I was about fifteen, I remember a few souls having gathered around us, and a sign that we would again be leaders in a great movement and recover our position, power, and wealth, and I my soul mate sometime, somehow.

It was a great source of strength for Samuel throughout his life to have had this sign: he and his small group would recover their power and overcome obstacles to become leaders in an influential movement, despite rejection and numerous discouraging circumstances. The memories also caused sadness and resignation, while Samuel remained ever hopeful that he might eventually have a wife or sweetheart in this world.

Next Samuel leads the reader into the realm of light that preceded the wood, which brought its own challenges and choices.

On one side of this wood there was an open space, but it was also gloomy there and entirely bare and flat, almost like a dry mud flat. Both the flat and the wood extended a long distance back to a land of greater light, memory of which gradually disappeared, but which I must have remembered until I was about twelve. However, it was from this land souls came. They were not permitted to return that way...

Before we had been exiled into the world of gloom, we had been given some choices and some of these choices were actually repeated to me during youth. One of them was the choice between truth and suffering on one hand, and pleasure and plenty on the other. When the Usurper offered this choice it seems that at first our entire band deserted us, won by stealth or trickery, and only Maurice, Minnie, and I (it would appear) held out, although later a few discovered the treachery of the Usurper. (This group continued growing until “birth.”) I believe that from the ages of three to fifteen I went through a great deal of suffering over this memory which I am now mentioning for the first time.

These last sentences reveal much about Samuel’s inner state as he grew up. He remembered his choice to stand with truth, even though it would mean suffering, to abhor stealth and trickery, and to have no expectation of pleasure and financial ease. His young life was full of suffering for lack of a feeling of love, social intimacy, and acceptance. It seemed evident to him that this state would only continue, for to him it was the choice he had already made from his soul.

Next he shares his memories of a previous inner realm in which the Usurper overthrew the power of his band of souls and Samuel lost the union with his soul mate:

The fact that I was to be separated from my wife to be, whoever she is, is further explained by some of the details below.

The land where the Usurper overthrew our power was, I would say, a sort of 2 or 3 in the afternoon of the soul, where it was warm and bright and there were meadows. There was much playing and feasting and dancing. I had evidently been a great dreamer and idealist for I would not join in the games, and it was in this way that my band left me, drawn by pleasure...

This is rather interesting, for when I was in my late teens I was in the Socialist movement and had a fair amount of influence among the young folks and lost my power through the machinations of a young man who introduced dancing and dancers, and used this means to overthrow me...

It seems that in the former world, I had therefore taken an aversion to dancing, and this played a part in this life. At the same time I have always loved to watch good dancing, and sometimes I feel that I shall marry a dancer.*[16]

Samuel’s reminiscences on his juvenile experiences of immortality take us back even further, to a realm in which he dwelt before the ones already described:

Before entering the world of the Usurper we had been in a much brighter world, memory of which only remained in early childhood, as with Wordsworth, but I am sure many more children have this experience than is commonly believed.

This land of Light was where souls receive their instructions before birth. I was at the top of this class (later, I was invariably at the top of my classes in school), but the idea of “school” is somewhat of a misnomer. We learned directly out of the light with our breath, and this breath came in not only through the nostrils but through every pore of the body, and this learning was the same as food: we lived on it, and learning, living, eating and breathing were all one and the same process.*[17]

In that land also there was no idea of parentage, but of brother and sister, and perhaps sweetheart and even husband and wife. We travelled in bands, but I do not remember much and that not very clearly. However, I shall relate a few memories, all of which can be explained by doctrines given in “The Phenomenon of the Soul”[18] and “The Soul, Whence and Whither.”[19]

As mentioned previously, Samuel had a kind of pre–knowledge of the English language:

I was evidently born with a knowledge of the English language, for as soon as my mother repeated the alphabet I repeated it and was reading before I was three. I read history at four and completed the O.T.†[20] at six. Now as regards reincarnation, there is this peculiarity — I have always felt if I lived on earth before, that I was a Jew and yet every memory I might have brought has been with England or the English language. For instance:

When I was thirteen I had to write a story in the English class, and wrote in detail the first half of “The Lady of the Lake,” which I had never read. The teacher thought I had copied it but I never had heard of it nor knew nothing of Scott. This could be explained that I met him on a higher plane, where I also most likely met at least one Sufi poet on the downward course to earth.

This explanation and his earlier reference to two texts by the Sufi Master Hazrat‡[21] Inayat Khan on the nature of the soul refer to his teacher’s description of how souls communicate with each other in their descent into embodiment at birth and in their ascent through the heavens at death. Samuel Lewis appears equally content with this interpretation and with the traditional Hindu or Buddhist versions of reincarnation. For Murshid Sam, experience was always primary, and explanations secondary.

In the inner sphere he also remembers being with a family:

In that land, I had a brother and sister. For many years after coming to this plane I continued to dream of a sister younger than myself but older than my brother. This continued until I was about twelve. I had already met the girl who was adopted the following year, fulfilling the conditions; and also most of the dreams, if not all, materialized in the following years.*[22]

In this passage Samuel describes dreams that seemed prophetic throughout his childhood, most of which eventually materialized. His connection with the inner world remained intact, a fact that is essential to understanding him as a child and an adult.

In addition to his images and memories of the world before incarnation, Samuel as a child had active conversations with the next world:

I always believed in the coming of the Messiah and for a long time felt I would meet him and that the great work for which I had been a leader (on the earlier planes) was connected with him. I often rehearsed conversations with the Messiah, and later, after I was eighteen, with a Master. When I awoke to the realization, it was almost impossible to reconcile the dreams and musings with the objective reality. In fact this has been the wonder of my life.

There was a great disconnect between Samuel’s inner and outer experience of life, and it was difficult for him to harmonize them. It was a koan. In the end, the wonder of his life was that the stone that was initially rejected ultimately received acceptance as a cornerstone for a worldwide spiritual movement.

Samuel continues with a description of how he developed his early notions of morality and caught a glimpse of what his profession in life would be:

Why I did not indulge in dancing, sex, smoking, etc. I had evidently been given very complete instructions on these points before incarnation. I have never ever received any guidance (on such matters) from my parents...

When I was fifteen, it came very definitely, suddenly at first, but often repeated, that I would be a philosopher, although I had but the vaguest idea as to what this word meant, and a few years later actually scorned studying the subject. This was an initial form of spiritual experience...

I already knew at that time I was to pass through adolescence without meeting my sweetheart — very painful — and that my career would be tragic for some time. This made that year particularly hard.

In contrast to his inner life during childhood, Samuel Lewis had to face the stark outer reality that surrounded him. He was nine when the estimated 7.9 magnitude earthquake hit San Francisco, and 12 when the one family member he had felt close with, his great–grandmother figure Leonora, died in 1909. This left him even more isolated and without a sense of having any spiritual allies or friends.

The Earthquake, and the Family After His Birth

The problems Samuel encountered in adjusting to his household in San Francisco in the early years of the 20th century are easy to understand. An odd child, he must have been confusing to his parents and in some ways repellent to them. The intensity of his intellect alone would have been uncomfortable. His odd ideas and inner life were a further complication. His childhood efforts to give love and to receive loving acceptance in his family were met with aloofness and brushed away.

Somehow, this “ugly duckling” was destined to offer unexpected beauty to the world.

The great earthquake and fire of 1906 destroyed the Krouse home that the Lewis family shared with the now–widowed Leonora Krouse. The whole block was levelled in the devastation. Fortunately for them, the home was just outside one of the worst zones of damage, in which buildings on the unstable landfill over the watery Laguna de Manantial were demolished. Some residents drowned as buildings sank up to several stories deep into the muck. The primary water main for the city ran through this area and burst when the quake first hit, a serious risk the fire chief had recently identified. The disruption of the water service caused firefighters to be ineffective throughout most of the city. By the afternoon, inside of 12 hours, half the heart of the city was gone.
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1906 earthquake devastation, one block from Krouse household

There were hundreds of stories about what happened in the immediate aftermath. Numerous residents wandered in shock, while others whose dwellings were on bedrock flocked down to tour the destruction. Many displaced people camped in the park by Mission Dolores, cooking over fires as they weathered the aftershocks. They took care of each other. Samuel Lewis recorded no details of his experience, but there were family memories. Marilou Foster, Sam’s first cousin once removed, recalled what had been said about the earthquake and Leonora Krouse’s famous diamonds:

One of the things [my great–grandmother] asked about is what happened to Harriet’s diamonds, and if I had them... Evidently the best that we can surmise is that Samuel’s brother gave them away to someone, or various people — ladies, of course — or hocked them, I really don’t know, but evidently the diamonds were fabulous because my grandmother described them [as] just unbelievable. And during the... earthquake and fire, my Uncle Jacob went down to... the vault of the Levi-Strauss Co. building... he went through the fire to the vault to get the diamonds out — that’s what kind of diamonds they were!... I have a picture upstairs of [Leonora] Krause with some of the diamonds on. We could all retire.[23]

Some family stories asserted that Leonora was descended from the famous Rothschild banking family and these diamonds were a part of that wealth. No basis was found for such a claim of ancestry. Leonora’s father was a jeweller, and it seems most plausible that he had given the diamonds to Leonora.

Fortunately for the family, a place on solid ground on Ashbury Street was conveniently available to move into within a few months of the epic quake. A duplex, it accommodated both Leonora and Samuel’s grandfather Morris — the latter only intermittently — in one flat, and the Lewis family in the other.*[24]

Only the Cosmic Mother Will Do

Samuel Lewis many times wrote that his father never took any interest in anything that he did, and that his mother rejected every gesture of love he ever made toward her. He frequently referred to his mother as an extremely dominating woman and a source of a later complex of problems with older dominating women.

Around the time he was 12, Samuel came into conflict with a rabbi. He was studying for his bar mitzvah and spoke up in class. Sam had a prodigious attraction to the Bible, had thought about it, believed in the truth of it, felt very much in tune with the teachings of the Prophets, and was prepared to intellectually stand up for his viewpoint.

The Reform Judaism of the time did not emphasize the presence of the living God as an active force in history, nor the Voice of the Prophets who sought social justice and challenged religious and political leaders over their corruption. Samuel’s later writings and teachings reveal how he would have been in conflict with this Reform perspective.

More than 15 years later, during his 1925 retreat, Samuel wrote a poem recalling the incident that suggests he must have spoken up in the voice of his namesake, challenging the teachings and actions of current religious and political leaders. The rabbi scolded him for acting as if he thought he were the Prophet Samuel. Whatever the conflict with the Rabbi was specifically about, Samuel was marked by it and the wound stayed with him. Additionally, the incident displeased his parents, causing them embarrassment and some social stigma.

The poem, “God, My Mother,” excerpted below, views Samuel’s childhood in a unique way. Having never experienced a loving relationship with his earthly mother, he turned to the Divine Mother. Samuel allowed that cosmic mother to speak with the voice he must have longed to hear from his own mother:

O Samuel! O Samuel! How long I have waited for thee!
Ever since thou wast born, I’ve always cared for thee.
I watched thee as an infant and each smile gave me joy,
I saw [thee] grow from babyhood — I watched thee as a boy.
And when thou reads My Bible, while still at infants age,
My heart did throb with Mother’s Love, when you learned page by page.
And when thou wast a child at school and others did deride,
I never once deserted thee, was always at thy side.
Yet as the years passed one by one, and child a youth became,
And looked to others for thy joys, ‘twas I who suffered pain.
When doubt crept in upon thy mind, and to others did you go,
The anguish that was in My Heart! Would that you never know!
O Samuel! O Samuel! When rabbi did chide thee,
And said thou wast not like thy namesake, why didst Thou blame me?[25]

In the beginning segment of this poem, one can see how it was important for Samuel to discover and feel that there was a greater Mother who always cared for him, who was joyful when he smiled as a baby, who was proud when he was drawn to the Bible, who never deserted him when he was teased at school, who was sorrowed when he strayed from the path. Such a mother would still see the truth of his being, even when the Rabbi rejected his spiritual nature, and she might sigh and wonder why the act of any man could make Samuel blame God.

Early Schooling

It is said that confession is good for the soul so I confess. I was born in a fairly well to do family here and was #1 at Lowell High School which is not exactly a moron’s paradise.

SAMUEL LEWIS[26]

Lowell High was the elite high school in San Francisco during Samuel’s youth. He enrolled as a freshman in January of 1910 and graduated on December 9, 1913. He accumulated 28½ credits, considerably more than were needed for graduation.
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Yearbook photo, 1914, Lowell High School

In addition to the required Mathematics and English classes, students in their junior year were asked to choose any three courses out of nine electives offered. Samuel chose seven(!): Latin, Greek, French, Chemistry, Physics, European History, and Economics. He received top marks in eight of his nine classes.

The yearbook for Samuel’s senior year at Lowell provides the only meaningful glimpse into his school life aside from his own later writings. Among the items mentioned beneath Samuel Lewis’s picture is the designation President. Samuel also chose to serve in a number of thankless areas, such as cafeteria staff and lost and found. His interests were clearly on the intellectual side, including Debate and Reading Club. The question remains of how his classmates saw him.

There is only one entry about Samuel in the yearbook by a fellow classmate. The class poem, sometimes called the class prophecy, was a tradition that many schools had during those days. One of the students was given carte blanche to write four lines of verse about every student in the class, making witty comments about them or making a funny or serious prediction about their future. Below are a few stanzas from the 1914 Lowell High class poem. The third stanza relates to Sam.

Picture Joseph Hyman,
Dressed in apron and jacket,
A waiter, spilling things around,
And raising quite a racket.

A curly headed lad there is
Whose middle name is borrow
Can’t E. Hyman get this or that –
He’ll pay you back tomorrow.

See Sammy Lewis rushing by,
He sure is in a hurry,
A Social leader he will be,
With motto, “I should worry.”

The line “See Sammy Lewis rushing by” speaks volumes. Throughout his life, those who knew Samuel were awed by his mercurial nature: his mind and his body moved equally fast. He made a beeline to things quickly and your job often was to get out of the way. This poem demonstrates that he was always like that. “He sure is in a hurry” is a way classmates would have seen him, with little time to socialize, always heading toward some purpose of his own.

On all counts, the picture here is of someone following the beat of a different drummer. Samuel Lewis was 17 when he graduated from Lowell. He had been aware of psychic research and spiritualism from the age of thirteen, and he was already aware of Gandhi even though Gandhi was almost unknown in America. He also was attuned to world issues.

Resigned to what he saw as his fate regarding intimate relationships, Samuel was looking forward to pursuing further education. At this time the University of California at Berkeley was tuition free for those who qualified academically, and Samuel certainly did. He could at least get started.

Socialism in Berkeley: Zen Art and Mayor Wilson

There saith the Lord:
...The leaders want God and six percent interest,
The leaders desire God and money, God and debt.
May be zealous in sanctifying the seventh day to call it holy,
But the seventh year they regard not holy,
And the seven times seventh year they regard not at all.
The leaders have rejected the Jubilee...
When My ways, which are the paths of peace, are deserted,
There is no room left except for strife, for war, for bloodshed.

SAMUEL LEWIS[27]

Samuel Lewis was admitted to the University of California at Berkeley during the Summer session of 1914. He lived at home and had a significant commute to school via bus and ferry. His Drawing course that summer was the most memorable for him. His instructor was Perham Nahl, whose ground breaking approach Samuel details in “Dharma Transmission.”

Professor Perham Nahl used to come occasionally to Nyogen Senzaki’s Mentorgarten gathering. He had been an art teacher at the University of California where one had studied drawing with him. A friendship had been established. Professor Nahl went to Japan to study and returned a convert to Zen Buddhism. He introduced the principle of immediacy. He practiced the One Mind. He illustrated the teaching both in his own work and by introducing both Chinese and Japanese instructors. He became responsible for bringing Professor Obata to Berkeley. The doors were opened. Professor Nahl introduced the real and hidden values in the Zero and in the Infinite. One still remembers them.[28]

Berkeley was an ideal place for the young man described in “Intimations of Immortality,” who in his late teens had an active and influential role within Socialist youth groups. Two years previously, in 1912, Berkeley had elected Rev. J. Stitt Wilson, the first Socialist Mayor in California history, and the most successful Socialist candidate ever to run for Governor of the state.

Samuel Lewis deeply admired Wilson and agreed with many of his ideas. Samuel mentions Wilson in the book Glory Roads: The Psychological State of California, which he co-authored with Luther Whiteman 22 years later, referring to Wilson as “a man who commands tremendous personal respect and who has been one of the great Moral Leaders in California.”[29]

Mayor Wilson had been a minister before he went into politics. His view of the teachings of the Bible and their application to contemporary life coincided with Samuel’s then and more than 20 years later, when the above poem was written. Here was someone with whom Samuel thoroughly agreed, and who had a large public voice that commanded respect.

Stitt Wilson became a major influence in Samuel Lewis’s life. In a paper entitled “Moses: The Greatest of Labour Leaders,” Wilson spoke of Moses and the Great Planks of Moses’s Platform:

The Socialist Movement demands that the land shall be socially owned by the whole people...

The land, according to Moses, was never to be private property. The land belonged to the Lord — not to the landlords. This is the Jewish form of Land Nationalization. That means Social Ownership for the Equality of Opportunity to all. In case exchanges of use should occur in the process of time, in the year of Jubilee*[30] every 50 years the land all went back to the original tribes and families. Any developing injustice was nipped in the bud. Socialists do not ask for a reduplicate of Moses’ land laws. But we do demand the twentieth century application of the principle involved...

The second form in which the power of Capitalism is exercised is by the laws of Interest. “If thou lend money to any of my people that is poor, then thou shalt not be to him, as an usurer, neither shalt thou lay upon him usury.”†[31] ...The early Church fathers vehemently preached against it. Capitalism has succeeded in utterly silencing the modern pulpit on these questions.[32]

In “The Hebrew Prophets and the Social Revolution” Wilson relates the history of Israel and how the gap between rich and poor became wider and wider. The Prophets rose up to speak against these injustices in the name of God. Samuel Lewis does exactly the same in many poems. In his poem briefly quoted in the epigraph above, the poet speaks at various times in the voice of the Lord, the voice of Moses, and that of the Prophet Jeremiah. He also criticizes Marx and Marxism, in part because of Marx’s rigid claims of the supremacy of his own thought and because Marx had nothing but contempt for the religious thinkers and brotherhoods, who had other ideas about how to live communally.

Samuel’s common outlook with Wilson was reflected throughout his poetry and life. In “The Day of the Lord Cometh” (1938) Samuel wrote:

The ways of the spirit are for man.
Thus the days of the atom were days of inequalities,
But the days of the electron are for equality and justice;
And as the electron reveals the light in things,
So am I the Light in the things of earth and the spirit of man.*[33]
The days of the atom fashioned the thoughts of the atom,
The differences of the atoms upheld the differences among men,
So where these thoughts prevailed, private property was upheld.
The days of the electron fashion the thoughts of the electron,
The identities of electrons suggest collective action,
Bringing new impetus to collectivism...
If it be wrong for capitalists to control the wealth of the world,
Is it not worse for the capitalizer to control the thoughts of men?...
In Mammon–lands is man robbed of the fruits of labour,
In Marxian–lands is man robbed of the fruits of thought,
In neither nor in both together is salvation found.[34]

In Samuel’s prophetic poem on Christianity, “What Christ? What Peace?” (1942) he speaks in the voice of Jesus to the modern world, saying:

Look not to me upon the cross —
Look to the hospitals filled with the lamed,
The broken in spirit, the totally maimed,
The silent old houses whose youth have all left,
The widows and orphans and many bereft,
The millions of valiant returned to the dust,
While powerful editors lead on in lust
To stir up more madness, cast some new spell
To egg on the remnants to a still madder Hell,
That their private portions may be unaffected,
And all who oppose them remain unprotected,
Permitted in churches to bend their vile knees,
Using My name in their devilish pleas,
Producing more trouble and bringing damnation
To those who would uphold their proud civilization.
Look not to Me upon the cross —
I died in vain, I died in vain indeed
If for selfish gain, if for lust and greed.
I lived and died to help the human race,
And in God’s heaven have prepared a place
For all of you — Christian, Hindu,
Muslim, Parsi, Buddhist, or Jew —
For the heavenly Father loves each one of you.[35]

Samuel Lewis’s life was a passionate battle with religious hypocrisy. He showed a determination to reawaken the heart of religion so that it might again include loving consideration of all humanity and of all life. These ideals were implanted early in his youth and were confirmed and strengthened by Rev. Wilson’s teachings.

Returning to this time in his life story, Sam is seventeen. He must still commute from Berkeley back to the family home in San Francisco where these radical thoughts would surely have met a deaf ear and been nothing more than fuel for the family story of his being a special kind of kook.

In Quest of the Super Miraculous

Youth comes to the Palace of Education. “Lord, I know nothing, show me.” He places his hands on his forehead moving each in the opposite direction as if to empty his mind, and walks in. He walks in as if a Socrates and asks and asks and asks. Then he meets the Theosophists. “All religions are right. They differ on the outside when taken exoterically; they agree on the inside if taken esoterically. All religions are from God. There are seven planes of existence, the lower ones experienced in life after life, the higher ones only by sages and the illumined.” The youth is satisfied. He thinks he has found the way.

SAMUEL LEWIS[36]

The Panama Pacific International Exposition (San Francisco, 1915) was a vast world within a world. It appeared to eighteen–year–old Samuel Lewis to have been put there conspicuously and auspiciously for his exploration and inquiry. Driven by his persistent inner search for truth, he consciously prepared himself for the task of visiting the Expo, as described in the epigraph above from a short paper called “In Quest of the Super Miraculous.”

Samuel had a breakthrough of awareness at the PPIE, which stayed with him over the years:

In 1915 there was an international exhibition in my city of San Francisco; I decided that inasmuch as God, so to speak, had created many people, with many points of view and cultures, that my own might not be the favourite. After a few inquiries I came to a conclusion that all religions were correct, that mankind is subject to karma and reincarnation, and that there were states of consciousness beyond the here/now within the possibility of direct experience.[37]
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Historian Frank Morton Todd described the unique nature of the PPIE in The Story of the Exposition, published in 1921:

There is something in the nature of an international exposition that refuses to be satisfied with merely material exhibits. If corporeal exhibits, why not incorporeal? The job is only half done when you show what men are manufacturing. You must go ahead and show what they are thinking. To represent what they have to sell to one another isn’t enough. In this twentieth century of ideals and idealism you must show what they mean to do for one another...

The Exposition of San Francisco had a strong utilitarian character. It took the two themes of previous fairs, Religion and Learning, and sought to consolidate them and make them real and give them practical application to human life, through Service. This was the core and spine... There was no single large and conspicuous gathering, dominating all the rest, such as the Parliament of Religions at Chicago... but through the majority of the subjects discussed and expounded at the PPIE there... ran a consideration of the question, “What can men do for men? And how can the sciences help them?”[38]

This overarching question, What can human beings do for other humans and how can the sciences help them? aligned perfectly with the state of the young “Socrates” Samuel Lewis, as he emptied his mind and entered the grand gate of the Fair. He deeply wanted an answer to this question to help define his mission in life. He was less interested in the practical goals of the Expo than in his quest for the answer of answers. In emptying his mind, the question Sam was posing of the Universe could be framed, What is the truth that will help me most to serve the best interests of humanity?

The Expo was everything rolled into one, a combination of diverse elements letting out a complex cry of beauty, commerce, service, science, education, and humanity to a world that at that very moment was focusing its concentration on a war that stretched across Europe and Asia. The fair began in February of 1915. In May of 1915 the American liner Lusitania was destroyed, and America was drawn toward direct involvement in the world conflict. The PPIE soldiered on in the face of these world events and continued on a grand scale until December, hosting upwards of 19 million people.

Samuel Lewis also soldiered on. He set about investigating the claims of the Theosophists for the next few years, strongly sensing that they contained some truth. He continued to have discussions with a woman he met at the Theosophical booth, Miss Crane, who introduced him to several people associated with Theosophy.

At the same time, his spiritual realization was very much enhanced by a professor at the University of California.

The Influence of Cassius Keyser

The summer of 1915 was the last full session for Samuel Lewis at the UC Berkeley campus.*[39] He had been there for an academic year. The highlight of the summer term was an inspiring course on non–Euclidean geometry and mathematical philosophy with theoretical mathematician Cassius Keyser, a visiting professor from Columbia University.

In 1915 I met Prof. Cassius Keyser, and became his disciple in mathematical philosophy. This led to an understanding of integration. I later re–studied integral calculus and asked myself, “Can’t this be applied to philosophy and psychology as well as to mathematics?”

In the course of years Keyser did this with philosophy and in part with religion. But the internationalist movements in psychology are very feeble indeed.[40]

The more one studied Keyser, the more one learned about Zero and Infinity and Hyperspace and non–Euclidean Geometry and Psychology and everything else. Among his pupils was the late Count Alfred Korzybski.*[41]

One could discuss the Zero and the Infinity and Transpace of Keyser with Professor Nahl and the relation of these projections with actual Satori and Samadhi experiences. There were no social bars; there were no institutional bars.

Some mathematicians threw out their own Georg Cantor for presuming the Infinite might be real.†[42] We had no ecclesiastics then to throw out social peasants who found the Infinite to be real.[43]

What in particular was Keyser teaching? In his preface to the book Science and Religion: The Rational and the Super-Rational, published the year before, Keyser wrote:

The following address aims to suggest and sketch a new way of thinking about old things of universal interest. The major emphasis falls upon the great function of Idealization regarded in the light of what mathematicians call the method or the process of Limits. The central thesis is that this process in the domain of reason or of rational thought indicates the reality and, in part, the nature of a domain beyond, a realm super–rational and that this realm is the ultimate and permanent ground and source of the religious emotions...

What then is the upshot? It is this. The creed of the limitless progressibility of human knowledge may be allowed the largest possible interpretation and validity, generation after generation centers of knowledge may continue to multiply where new-born wonder may take its rise and put forth antennae, to feel the touch of a thrilling world, the advancement of science may proceed far beyond any prescribed point or goal, and yet the Uncharted, the source, it is said, and support of all religion, will continue to surround us on every side as vast and deep and mysterious as the infinite abysses of space.[44]

The same year that he was teaching in Berkeley, Keyser had written in the preface to The New Infinite and the Old Theology:

Some years ago, in the course of a lecture dealing with Mathematics regarded as a distinctive type of thought and with its relations to other varieties of philosophic and scientific activity, I ventured to say, “I do not believe that the declined estate of Theology is destined to be permanent. The present is but an interregnum in her reign, and her fallen days will have an end. She has been disposed mainly because she has not seen fit to avail herself promptly and fully of the dispensations of advancing knowledge. The aims, however, of the ancient mistress are as high as ever, and when she shall have made good her present lack of modern education and learned to extend a generous and eager hospitality to modern light, she will re–ascend and will occupy with dignity, as of yore, an exalted place in the ascending scale of human interests and the esteem of enlightened men. And Mathematics, by the inmost character of her being, is especially qualified, I believe, to assist in the restoration.”[45]

Samuel Lewis’s enduring interest in General Semantics is one example of Keyser’s influence. Keyser had shown mathematically and philosophically that the realms of the infinite, the religious, and the scientific could thrive in common.

While Keyser’s ideas were stellar and very advanced for his period in history, they would not have been of interest to anyone else in Samuel’s family.

Back to the Family

At that time the world was consumed with World War I. The scene at home was tense. Elliott was in trouble with the law because of theft allegations. His parents were determined to rescue him from a jail record and fashion a place for him in local society, an end to which they devoted considerable resources.

Immediately facing Samuel was the very disappointing decision by his family that summer to cut off the funding for his education. This left unmet his needs beyond what free tuition provided. He later wrote of this decision, “My parents ‘discovered’ they had not enough money to send me through college. They needed the money badly to keep my brother from matriculating at S.Q. Varsity [referring to San Quentin Penitentiary] although it cost them a pretty penny.”[46]

Samuel’s parents did not believe that his participation in the University of California’s course of study was beneficial. For Jacob Lewis, higher education was of little use. To appeal to his father’s practical side Samuel had taken up a major in Civil Engineering, but that did not sufficiently move his parents to release funds. Samuel was forced to give up his formal academic studies.

Nevertheless, during the period after the PPIE, Samuel dedicated himself to reading the voluminous texts of Max Muller called Sacred Books of the East, a 50–volume set of translations of Indian classic Hindu teachings. Along with these he read the works of Thomas Rhys Davids, a British scholar of the Pali language and founder of the Pali Text Society for Buddhist texts.

After a number of years of study, Sam decided that Theosophy did not have the answer he was looking for. It proved too theoretical. There was much talk about spirituality without a definite program of study and practice leading to realization.

Samuel Lewis intensified his quest for the Real. Interestingly, his experiences at the Panama Pacific International Exposition continued to play a part in his movement toward the realization of his life’s purpose.

The Quest Continues: 
Buddhist and Sufi Beginnings

Rabia was the name of a great woman saint of Iraq whose tomb has been visited by many people for over a thousand years. Earlier studies and researches had brought me to the conclusion that common interpretations of religion were either incomplete or incorrect; there must be some deeper meanings in them. Murshida [Rabia] Martin then took me on three journeys:

a. The mysticism of the Old testament
b. The esoteric study of Comparative religion
c. The Sufic discipline

But, though disciplined, she encouraged investigations into the mysticisms of all faiths.

SAMUEL LEWIS[47]

During 1917–1919 Samuel Lewis continued to share a room with his brother in the family home on 9th Avenue. He applied for military service several times and was always rejected for poor eyesight. He was listed as a “clerk” on his voter registration in 1917 and passed the Civil Service Exam that same year. In 1918 he was a student at Munson’s Secretarial School, where among other skills he learned shorthand and typing, skills that served him well throughout his life.

Samuel spent a great deal of time in solitary study of sacred texts and in sitting with living teachers during this period. His encounter with Theosophy at the PPIE was followed in short order by life-changing openings into the Sufi and Buddhist paths.

“In Quest of the Super Miraculous” contains Samuel Lewis’s concise assessment of Theosophy and describes a singularly important event of his spiritual journey. It begins here:

November, 1919. This way [Theosophy] has proven only intellectual.

He is on Sutter Street, looking at a display of books.*[48] He is unaware but soon he is upstairs facing a little dark-haired lady. She is Jewish. “You can explain the Kabbalah?” “Yes, and all religions.”

“What is Sufism?” “Sufism is the essence of all religions. It has been brought to the West by Hazrat Inayat Khan.”[49]
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Murshida Rabia Martin

Samuel Lewis had walked into the shop/library of Murshida Rabia Ada Martin, the first disciple of the first Sufi teacher to come to America. Initially he stared into a window display of books. Then without remembering how he got there, he found himself in her office loft.

Murshida Martin appeared at just the right time for Samuel Lewis on his spiritual quest. He had already arrived at the conclusion that the common interpretations of religion were either incomplete or incorrect. Now he was seeking a deeper understanding that would help answer his soul’s questions.

His profound new connection with Murshida Martin was augmented when, six weeks after meeting her, Samuel met his first Buddhist teacher, Rev. M. T. Kirby. Through Sam’s initiative, Rev. Kirby met Murshida Martin and they became friends, so Samuel was able to study both Zen and Sufism without conflict. Sam’s studies in both areas were deep and consequential.

A letter Samuel wrote five decades later illustrated one way that he manifested being the “Protector of the Buddha–Dharma,” a role he was called upon to play. Samuel’s point in the letter was that Buddhism had been distracted by its diverse egocentricities, and that it would do well to return to following the teachings and example set forth by Sakyamuni Buddha. The letter was addressed to the publisher of a Buddhist magazine, Golden Lotus.*[50]

It is almost fifty years since entering the Palace of Education at the Panama Exhibition here in San Francisco. I decided that a just God could not condemn humanity for wrong beliefs and I determined to seek “truth” without regard to past instructions or inheritances. Soon I came upon two booths next to each other, one occupied by the Theosophists and the other by “Right Reverend Mazziniananda Maha Thero.”

I was soon drawn into two complexes, one the hyperbolic belief that the great masters were in Tibet and the other the struggle between “white” and “black” forces, between good and evil. And I found Mazziniananda, so called, definitely on the “wrong” side...

The true Dharma was introduced [in America] by Soyen Shaku under whose influence I came in 1919 to witness immediately two battles royal among Buddhists and Occultists with the same lines, and the beginning of attacks on this person by the lovers of Cloudnine ethereal–ism for daring to oppose those who were my “superiors” — this continues and will probably until my end.

We had then about three classes of Buddhists — the followers of Shaku Soyen,*[51] the Pure Land [, and] the theosophical-Tibetans. The latter had then a legitimate leader, Dr. Vandernailen who... went down to Mayaland and claimed that these people also had the exoteric doctrines and this appalled everybody. What better opportunity for a champion of the Tibetans!

Mazziniananda was a sort of eagle-beak hawk-eyed person, nothing wrong in that but it could not be reconciled to his claim that he was a Persian prince (he did not insist he was legitimate) who had been educated in Tibet, which did not prevent a sharp British accent. He gave a service which he claimed was Tibetan but which a fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society, investigating, said was from North India. And there is no doubt he added thirty years to his life.

His sermons were obtuse and confusing... They were very ritualistic but now I can say they did not resemble Buddhist ritual, which I have either seen in person or in picture...
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Samuel Lewis with Buddhist Sangha

L. Adams Beck*[52] has sent for Rev. M. T. Kirby to come from Engaku–ji to Vancouver where he was so successful the Japanese Archbishop Ichida either sent for him or was so ordered by the Japanese foreign mission group, and he was made “assistant” to Mazziniananda. Kirby taught “Dhammapada,” Shaku Soyen Zen, and morality. These, in combination with personality conflicts, led to a struggle both private and public...

Mazziniananda had left “elementary training” to Kirby... [who,] putting the pieces together found out that [Mazziniananda] had been a German doctor who had been stationed in India, learned a good deal of Indian rituals, and began a career. [Mazziniananda] did give ordinations to people.[53]
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Soyen Shaku

Samuel became both a participant and observer of the earliest stages of Buddhism in America.

Rev. Soyen Shaku, the first Buddhist teacher to come to America, planted the most fertile seeds. He was the teacher of both Rev. Kirby and Nyogen Senzaki, who were soon to become Samuel’s Buddhist teachers. The Rt. Rev. Soyen Shaku, Rinzai Zen Lord Abbot of Engaku–ji and Kencho–ji, attended the World Exposition in Chicago in 1893. A book of his talks entitled Sermons of a Buddhist Abbot was edited by his student D. T. Suzuki and demonstrates his universal approach. This excerpt is from Soyen Shaku’s important talk on the Buddhist conception of God:

I propose here to elucidate the Buddhist conception of God. At the outset let me state that Buddhism is not atheistic as the term is ordinarily understood. It has certainly a God, the highest reality and truth, through which and in which this universe exists. However, the followers of Buddhism usually avoid the term God, for it savors so much of Christianity, whose spirit is not always exactly in accord with the Buddhist interpretation of religious experience. Again, Buddhism is not pantheistic in the sense that it identifies the universe with God.

On the other hand, the Buddhist God is absolute and transcendent; this world, being merely its manifestation, is necessarily fragmental and imperfect. To define more exactly the Buddhist notion of the highest being, it may be convenient to borrow the term very happily coined by a modern German scholar “panentheism,” according to which God is (all and one) and more than the totality of existence.

One of the most fundamental beliefs of Buddhism is that all the multitudinous and multifarious phenomena in the universe start from, and have their being in, one reality which itself has “no fixed abode,” being above spatial and temporal limitations.[54]

This exposition by Soyen Shaku is completely in tune with the words of Cassius Keyser and with the perspective of universal Sufism presented by Hazrat Inayat Khan and Murshida Rabia Martin.

In a subsequent talk, America’s first Buddhist teacher also spoke inclusively about the Goddess of Mercy. At the end of his text he said,

To add one more word. It seems to me that the Virgin Mary of your religion corresponds to the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy, Kwannon Bosatz. Human nature everywhere seems to request what Goethe calls “eternal femininity.” Christians according to their needs have created Maria. Though she is a historical figure, she has been invested with all the necessary qualities that will satisfy their inner yearnings. Buddhists have Kwannon, who, whatever her historical standing in critical Buddhism, fully answers their religious cravings.

From the Christian point of view, Kwannon is a Maria incarnate; and from the Buddhist standpoint, Maria is a representative of Kwannon among a class of people who designate themselves Christians. The truth must be one and humanity the same everywhere, and it is my earnest wish that the time will soon come when the East and the West will all join in the adoration of truth, disregarding all their accidental differences and contradictions.[55]

Samuel described Rev. Kirby’s history and teachings in the paper “Incense from Roshis”:

Rev. M.T. Kirby, an English Zen monk... had belonged to a Catholic order previously but his convictions had drawn him to Buddhism. He became in due order a disciple of Shaku Soyen who had given him the name of Sogaku Shaku...

Kirby told me his story. He had to wait outside the monastery for three days before being recognized. He had had a background of culture, wealth and monastic living. Now he was compelled to dissociate himself from his entire past. This proved most difficult.[56]

Ultimately, Kirby was recognized by Soyen Shaku.

[Kirby] visited British Columbia, California, Hawaii and Japan, functioning in the dual role of Zen Monk and Pure Land Priest. Here it should be stated that Buddhists in general are not analytical or dualistic like Westerners, and the functional differentiation of sects is not determinate. In later life Kirby also took the vows of a Theravadin bhikku (Pali term for “monk”) and stayed at the Island Hermitage, Ceylon. Among his pupils is the famed Dr. Malalasekera.

Kirby taught that Zen meant meditation; that it was derived from the Sanskrit dhyana. There were not many books on Buddhism in these days and we practiced meditation but did not have philosophical discourses. He introduced me to Beatrice Lane, Kenneth Saunders, and most important of all, the late Nyogen Senzaki.

He also showed me Sermons of a Buddhist Abbot by Shaku Soyen. The Roshi*[57] had much to say about God, having views quite different from intellectuals who teach comparative religion or talk about “Zen.”[58]

Kirby may have been the earliest of Sam’s teachers to impress upon him the primacy of practice over theory, which was to become one of Sam’s central themes. As Sam wrote, “The true mysticism of the Orient comes in and from experience, not definitions, dialects or discussions... Prajna†[59]... comes... with experience and not by definition.”[60]

Sam went to Dr. Kirby’s meetings, but the itinerant monk was soon sent to a post in the Hawaiian Islands. Sam described his early time with Senzaki:

I first met... Nyogen Senzaki early in 1920. Like Dr. Kirby, he had been a student–disciple of that wonderful Shaku Soyen. He occasionally attended meetings at the Hongan–ji Temple on Pine St. where Kirby officiated. When [Kirby] departed, he urged me to become friendly with his [spiritual] brother [Senzaki], a friendship which continued until the latter’s death in [1958].[61]

When Samuel Lewis established a relationship with Nyogen Senzaki as Dr. Kirby had suggested, he found himself as one of the first students in what Senzaki called “the Mentorgarten.” Here’s how Samuel described it years later:

[When] I first met Nyogen Senzaki... he... was director of the “Mentorgarten.” This Senzaki bore few resemblances to the Zen monk of later date. He was an intellectual authority, known for his acquaintances with many great books, not included in Mortimer Adler’s lists.*[62]

The Mentorgarten was basically an intellectual institution. But we always did have short meditations during the evening. At that time, Mr. Senzaki (as he was generally called) conducted an open forum dedicated to Asiatica and not just Japan. He might lecture on Chinese poetry or have someone talk or demonstrate some phase of far Eastern Art, or there might be some traveller or explorer to entertain us. Philosophy, metaphysics and speculative thoughts were banned. Some attention was given to Buddhism, along the lines of Lafcadio Hearn rather than... Rhys Davids.[63]†[64]
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Nyogen Senzaki

As a youth Senzaki was told by his grandmother that he had been abandoned as an infant and discovered by a fisherman from Sakhalin Island, Siberia.[65] He grew to have a number of teachers in both Soto and Rinzai Zen. In 1896 he studied with Soyen Shaku at Engaku–ji, a Rinzai temple in Kamakura where D. T. Suzuki was a fellow student. While in the monastery, Senzaki often turned to reading voraciously as a comfort. It was there that he encountered Friedrich Froebel, the originator of kindergartens. In 1901 Senzaki left the monastery with Shaku’s permission to form what he called a “mentorgarten” — a kindergarten for children, a place free of religiosity and ritual, where children could be children.

In 1905 Senzaki travelled to the U.S. with Rev. Soyen Shaku, who had been invited by Buddhist students in San Francisco to give teachings. When it was time for him to return, Soyen Shaku told Senzaki, “Just face the great city and see whether it conquers you or you conquer it. Do not feel obliged to serve me any longer.”[66] When Senzaki later chose to teach Buddhism, he identified as a monk rather than a priest — monks are not aligned with any temple but function independently, whereas priests are wedded to institutions.

Rev. Soyen Shaku also instructed Senzaki to learn how Westerners thought before he opened a zendo,*[67] and not to open one for 15–20 years. When Samuel Lewis met him, Senzaki was learning the psychology of Westerners by living with them and observing. He supported himself with odd jobs such as elevator operator and language teacher. He was also known as a man very highly educated in Oriental Art and culture. At that time he rarely presented himself as a monk, but quietly continued his own meditation practice.

Sam described the transition from Mentorgarten to zendo.

Then [Senzaki] suddenly changed his whole way of life in 1926, and for practical purpose the Mentorgarten died, the Zendo was born.

With the opening of the Zendo conversation stopped. No more entertainments, no more discussion, even no more lectures for a while. The whole emphasis was on meditation. At first the meditations were quite short and easy. A paper might be read on how to meditate. We sat on chairs. The ritual elements were only slowly added. All we retained from the earlier period were the holidays or holy days. The meditations gradually lengthened. There would be rest periods, and then continued silence.

As we became more attentive and skillful, there would be the chantings of the Pali Formula, the Pancha Sila (in Pali) and the Vows of the Bodhisattva (in Japanese). Occasionally we had readings from the Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch. Sometimes Senzaki–san would translate poems from the Masters of China or Japan. Some of these translations later came into print. But during the Depression Senzaki–san moved to Los Angeles and established his zendo there.

I later became a member of the Los Angeles zendo. There was a gradual relaxation of strict discipline and a degree of intellectualism. But this was never introduced at the expense of meditation which was first and foremost, always.[68]

Years later Samuel Lewis would write, “The simple servant I met in 1920 has become a legendary figure. The great doctor of philosophy remains unknown. The Buddha–Dharma claims there is no abiding ego; sensei (Zen teacher) used to say: ‘There is no such person as Nyogen Senzaki.’”[69] Samuel also said that Senzaki had taught him “seven forms of laughter.”[70]

Samuel’s regard for Senzaki was immense. Samuel wrote, “He was the Dharma–Master of the Age.”[71] Senzaki was given the dharma name “Nyogen,” which means “like a dream,” from the concluding verse of the Diamond Sutra.*[72]

Samuel brought Sufi and Buddhist worlds together within himself and in the outer world. He wrote:

In 1923 I had the pleasure of introducing Nyogen Senzaki to the Sufi Pir–o–Murshid,†[73] Inayat Khan. This was bringing a man who denied God (we would say) to another who held that nothing existed but God. Their meeting would have delighted Emerson. The two men sat opposite each other at a table, a mutual glance passed between them, and they both spontaneously entered into that grand state called samadhi. “Murshid, you would make a very good Zennist.” “Mr. Senzaki, you are a brilliant Sufi.”[74]
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Hazrat Inayat Khan (1882-1927)



CHAPTER 2
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Years with Inayat Khan
and Rabia Martin

Inayat Khan, the Pioneer Exponent of Sufism and Oriental Music, arrived in America in 1910, trusting in the injunction of his Pir–o–Murshid Syed Mohammed Abu Hashim Madani, the great Sufi Saint of Hyderabad, who struck the chord of his soul at the right time saying, when blessing him, “Go thou abroad into the world, harmonize the East and the West with the music of thy Soul, spread the knowledge of Sufism, for thou art gifted by Allah, the most Merciful and Compassionate.”

THE SUFI CALL[1]

THE PRIMARY SUFI INFLUENCES SHAPING SAMUEL LEWIS’S LIFE at this time were brought by Rabia Ada Martin and Hazrat Inayat Khan.

Ada’s parents were Asher and Etta Ginsberg, Yiddish–speaking Jews from Poland and Russia who immigrated to San Francisco in the late 1850s in the wave following the Gold Rush. Ada was born in July of 1871 among many siblings, including a twin brother Joseph.
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Murshida Rabia Martin (1871-1947)

She made her way through public school, and at the age of 19 married David Martin, a successful businessman. Inayat Khan is reported to have described Mr. Martin as one who was not drawn to the outer trappings of spirituality but supported its essence with his whole heart.

Inayat Khan was from a noteworthy family of musicians in Baroda, India. He, his brother Maheboob, and his cousin Ali had formed a group called the Royal Musicians of Hindustan, which toured Europe and North America. Inayat accompanied his voice on the rudra vina.*[2] During their West Coast tour, the group opened for the renowned modern dancer Ruth St. Denis, and it was at one of the performances in Seattle that Inayat initiated Ada Martin.

Having advanced on the Sufi spiritual path with his teacher Syed Abu Hashim Madani, Inayat had been given a khilafat, which permitted him to teach Sufism. He journeyed to the West at Madani’s direction with the intention and prayer to use music as a means of transmitting the spiritual illumination of his soul, thus uniting East and West in a common spiritual understanding. As he learned, most Western ears were not yet prepared to hear the message in this form. Ada Martin was an exception.

Khan later described his 1911 meeting with Mrs. Martin in this way:

At the end of my tour through the United States, when I arrived at San Francisco, I found the meaning of the scheme of Providence, that I was meant to come to San Francisco, a land full of psychic powers and cosmic currents, and begin from there the work of my Message. It is here that I found my first mureed,†[3] Mrs. Ada Martin.

I was welcomed by Swami Trigunata and his collaborator Swami Paramananda, who requested me to speak on Indian music to their friends at the Hindu temple... I saw among the audience a soul who was drinking in all I said, as the Hamsa, the bird of Hindu mythology, who takes the extract from the milk leaving the water. So this soul listened to my lecture on music and grasped the philosophical points which appealed to her most. She thanked me, as everybody came to show their appreciation after the lecture. But I saw that there was some light kindled there in that particular soul.

Next day I received a letter near to my time of departure from San Francisco, saying that this lady was immensely impressed by the Message, though it was given under the cover of an address on music and would most appreciate some further light on the path. I knew that she received the call, and wrote her that I regretted very much that I was leaving, but yet I could be seen at Seattle, a city at a considerable distance from San Francisco.

I had a vision that night that the whole room became filled with light, no trace of darkness was to be found. I certainly thought that there was some important thing that was to be done next day, which I found was the initiation of Mrs. Ada Martin, the first mureed on my arrival to the West and, knowing that this soul will spread light and illuminate all those who will come in contact with her, I initiated her and named her Rabia after the name of a great woman Sufi saint of Basra, about whom so much is spoken in the East. Since her initiation she has entirely devoted her life to spiritual contemplation and the service of humanity.[4]

In the short autobiography Rabia Martin wrote at her teacher’s request, she described her experiences:

In my 28th year a deep grief came to me — and for four years I suffered much — and the problem compelled me to search deeper for the questions I asked of God... I was led into spiritual teachings and freed myself from pain and heart sorrow... After certain realizations came in the secret place of my own heart — I gave all to Allah and studied, served, prayed ever — to realize His laws — love — mercy and justice. This period of my life I call the reconciliation and spiritual regeneration, all praises to Allah.

I was not satisfied with the Western teachings, so made an independent study of comparative religions — and prayed Allah to lead me to the source — as thus far it was only drinking from a brook instead of the Ocean of Reality. Lecturers, teachers and advanced students here, I met always — but none touched my heart’s longing — they all represented more or less the circumference. I longed for the center.

Then Allah sent my blessed Murshid, spiritually — and later in form. These mystical and blessed experiences I cannot give to the world — to me they are too sacred — this may be selfishness — I cannot share them. My blessed Murshid’s Murshid too — may Allah glorify you both — came to me — and it can never be told in words — realizations which belong only to the Rabia not of this world — and so all I care for in this life is to worship Allah love and serve Him and Murshid and all Murshids in chain. May Allah keep my heart pure and my spirit humble (Amen).[5]
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Postcard from Hazrat Inayat Khan to Rabia Martin

Rabia Martin later shared with Samuel Lewis that her experience of being blessed spiritually by Murshid Inayat came in the form of a vision of the Prophet Muhammad.[6]

Hazrat Inayat Khan continued to instruct Rabia frequently by letter after his departure from America for England in 1912. He did not return to America for another eleven years, but during this period he gave Mrs. Martin a rigorous program of mystical training.

During this time, Murshida Martin began to gather a small group around her, as well as a secretary, Mrs. Rebecca Miller, who shared her commitment to the Sufi path. Mrs. Martin spoke at events, including a series of lectures on the Persian poets at the Panama Pacific International Exhibition. There were notices in the San Francisco Chronicle about activities at her center on Sutter Street. She occasionally shared a platform with Sogaku Shaku (Rev. Kirby).
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Samuel Lewis, ca. 1920

Mrs. Martin’s advertisements in the San Francisco newspaper often mentioned Kabbalah, and Samuel Lewis first asked her if she would be his teacher in that study. She said, “Yes, and ...” He described Murshida Martin as thoroughly grounded in European mysticism; the mystical depth of the Old Testament was a major aspect of her teachings. Fabre D’Olivet and scholars like him probed the roots of the Hebrew language for depth of meaning and for a window into the inner message of the scripture. This became a significant factor in shaping Samuel’s approach to the heart of religious texts and their revelation of transcendental unity and immanence. And through Murshida Martin, he began to attune to Hazrat Inayat Khan.

Given Samuel’s ongoing aspiration to be of benefit, it is not surprising to immediately find him offering help to the circle of students studying with Mrs. Martin. He wrote a brief paper on the subject of inner communication with Hazrat Inayat Khan as early as the Fall of 1920. It begins:

Revealed Sunday, August 18, 1920, at 9 p.m. Revised August 19

One who has not learned about the nature of an iceberg, when he sees (one) will think and say: That is its real size and is all — not knowing most of it is under the water.[7]

Samuel’s sense of his purpose in life was evolving during this period. His intentions were becoming clear. One aspect was that he wished to bring religious teachings and philosophical thought together into Oneness through an understanding of the ultimate source of all. He had an invaluable opportunity to study through Murshida Martin and her rich, inclusive library in the period before Hazrat Inayat Khan’s return. She encouraged him to follow his enthusiasm and study the mysticisms of all faiths, an integral part of the Sufi Message. With his driving interest to learn and his unusual mental capacity, Samuel was overjoyed to feast in her ample library. Misraim, Martinism, the Kabbalistic order of the Rose Croix, and other esoteric and para–Masonic organizations fell within this orbit.

An inner blessing came, offering Samuel an esoteric relationship with Inayat Khan when he appeared to Samuel in a vision. They had yet to meet in person. Samuel reported on this experience in a paper called “Genuine Mystical Experience” written for a college class in 1966:

On May 30, 192... Pir–o–Murshid Inayat Khan appeared to me (on five different planes or levels) and said: “Fear not, I shall always be with you.” There followed a long period of pain and tribulation, but the consciousness of the Pir grew and grew until one entered into the next state, called fana–fi–Rassoul.*[8][9]

It was two years later that Samuel first met Inayat Khan in person.

Once one has met a real Mystic it becomes easy to distinguish the true from the false. In June, 1923, when I was ushered into the presence of Pir–o–Murshid Hazrat Inayat Khan, I had already met him in the spirit and it is noteworthy that he looked as I had seen him in “vision” and not like his pictures. However, in coming into the room there was no person, only a tremendous Light.

I had recognized that Light, having read also the works of G. R. S. Meade on Gnosticism and “The Solar Body.” But it was not just Light; it was a tremendous feeling of a binding Love. This binding Love has proved lasting ...

One feels as if in the air, or at least not touching the ground, expanded and elevated. And this experience has been an occurrence over and over again.[10]

Seeing that Samuel was blinded by this light, Hazrat Inayat Khan gently invited him to approach. He then offered him bayat, or initiation into Sufism – a confirmation of the “binding love.” Samuel Lewis often said that Hazrat Inayat Khan was the first person ever to fully touch his heart. Meeting this awakened teacher was a moment of utmost significance for Samuel. The strength and confidence he drew from Inayat Khan’s immediate and unconditional acceptance stayed with him throughout his life.

During the six weeks in 1923 that Pir–o–Murshid Inayat Khan spent in Mrs. Martin’s home, he gave talks, conducted services, held interviews with initiates and others, and presented teachings to the circle around Murshida Martin. A new outer form of expression emerging from Hazrat Inayat Khan’s Sufi Order was presented, called the Universal Worship Service. The practice had been crafted in Europe and was now being brought to America. It was a formal ceremony honoring all the established religions with readings from their different texts that incorporated a common theme. On an altar a candle was lit for each religion by a cherag initiated to this task, who helped perform the ceremony.*[11] Recognition was given to “all those whether known or unknown who have held aloft the light of truth amidst the darkness of human ignorance.” There was also a sermon.

Many years later Samuel Lewis wrote:

In 1923 the Universal Worship was introduced by Hazrat Inayat Khan and was organizationally somewhat separate from the Sufi Order. But the Sufi Order provided the esoteric disciplines, in theory at least, by which achievements could be obtained in the outer world, God–willing. Therefore, in 1923 many disciples were given concentrations on the Temple — the finding of a place, the collection of funds, the building of an edifice. When Hazrat Inayat Khan returned to this country in 1926, he found that very few disciples, of which I was one, had gone ahead with the assigned concentrations.[12]

Samuel Lewis remembered Inayat’s recommendations in relation to the world temple. It later became significant for Sam that Murshida Martin did not choose to act on the guidance Inayat Khan had given about this.

Wars Within the Family Escalate

Things had gone very bad for my aunt and my uncle and they were not speaking to one another... It was a very uncomfortable visit at mealtimes because we would sit at the table... my aunt at one end and my uncle at the other, my cousins at each side, and my mother and I would sit by the side of a cousin. And my aunt [Harriet] would say, “Will you ask — tell your father, Elliott, that I... need so much money...” And my cousin Elliott would say to my cousin Samuel, “Tell father that mother wants to have some money put in her bank account,” and my uncle would tell Samuel to tell [his] mother that the money he owed would be in the bank.

MILDRED WHITE[13]

Sam’s first cousin Mildred White was the daughter of his uncle Harry Rosenthal and Harry’s first wife, Maryanne Paralee (Pearl) Reames. Mildred had visited the Lewis family as a child of eight or nine and found them relatively normal. When Mildred returned to California in 1922 or 1923 with her mother and her daughter Marilou Foster, everything had dramatically changed. Mildred related:

When I was 17 or 16 [ca. 1923] we were going to California again, my mother and I; I wrote my grandfather [Morris] Rosenthal at that time and he said that he would see me but not my mother. So I wrote back and said that then I couldn’t see him... [Eventually] he accepted my mother and I in his apartment, which was kosher, very kosher. The food was all on the different plates and the different types and like that, and it was the first time that I had ever been in a kosher home... [During this visit] Samuel was only home for a few days, and he was very busy. I think he was engaged in some sort of business at that time; he was only home at dinner time... The whole house was only together at dinner... and this was the way it always was at dinner all the time. My uncle had the large master bedroom in the house... and my aunt had the room across the hall. They did not share the same rooms.

All I can say [is] there was no outward evidence of ill feeling, but there was just a strain. It felt like people were at war, and of course my aunt and uncle were.[14]

Marilou described this atmosphere further:

[Jacob and Harriet’s relationship] was sick. Even as a 13-year old [I could see it.] I knew nothing about this when I walked in. My uncle brought me home a box of candy from Sees one day. My aunt didn’t speak to me for two days because I not only accepted the candy, but I ate some... The cats would get up on the table and eat from the table... while we were eating and I found out subsequently that my Uncle Jake was a fanatic about cleanliness, keeping things up, and this house stunk of cats, cat hair all over — and he was an asthmatic — I know now, that those cats were in the house to kill him. She would have had 100 of them if she could have. There was absolutely no communication between them. They hated one another...

[Harriet] never shared a room with [Jacob] after the birth of the second son... [Jacob] fell in love with a... third or fourth cousin that came to town — and at one point was really contemplating a divorce, and I don’t know whether the grandparents stepped in or if it was a thing that he would have lost his position at Levi Strauss, but family pressure was put on him — in fact the cousin was living here [the house on 9th Avenue] for awhile... And that was the end of any communication between the two of them.[15]

The year when the two parents stopped talking to each other appears to have been around 1922. Jacob and Harriet Lewis then continued to live in the same house for another 32 years without ever speaking a word directly to the other. Nevertheless, their public image was important to both of them. Harriet remained active working with orphanages and they maintained a respectable façade.

That Jacob actually brought his mistress into the house, Marilou believed, was the event that ultimately severed all communication between Harriet and Jacob. The eerie family drama pitted two strong–willed people in battle, and the children, from their perspective, were basically pawns in the game. Harriet’s strong will, in particular, was a significant influence on Samuel while he was growing up, and created an ongoing psychological trigger for him over the years.

Rising above the increasing dysfunction in the family, Sam continued to pursue his soul’s calling and entered a life-changing retreat prescribed by Murshida Rabia Martin at Kaaba Allah, her newly developing Sufi center in Fairfax, California. He went into seclusion with training both in Sufic practices and meditative Zen.

Samuel’s Visionary Retreat in 1925

From the street of my friend bloweth the soft breeze of the Dawning Year,
With whose help, if thou wishest it, thou mayest light the lamp of thine own heart...
Go into the garden, and there steal from the nightingale the secret of love:
Come to the assembly, and hear from Hafiz how thou shouldst sing a song.

HAFIZ, GHAZAL XV[16]

The verses of Hafiz guided Samuel Lewis’s initial days on retreat. Murshida Rabia had sent him into the wilderness to read this much-loved Sufi poet and Samuel was inspired to write about him:

Picture him and what do I see? Smiles! One big smile, bearing joy to all who greet him. He is like sunshine, bringing comfort and courage. In my days of darkness he was with me, guiding me, encouraging me, showing me the way, always smiling, always cheerful. When I look at the beautiful trees and pleasant meadows of sunny California, I picture him in his rose garden at Shiraz and feel that Hafiz, had he not been born where and when he was, this country with its lovely scenery and beautiful weather would have brought inspiration to his heart, and ode upon ode would have resulted.[17]

He then wrote a short verse in the manner of Hafiz:

I hear the blue birds twittering in the trees,
The leafy branches fluttering in the breeze,
While I sit here, musing at my ease,
Thinking of thee, Hafiz.
The trees around me Spring has clothed in green
On hillside and in lovely vale between,
A typical lovely California scene,
Reminding me of thee, Hafiz.
And now to study and to read thy book,
‘Neath shelt’ring trees and in this lonely nook,
For though alone, God has not forsook me,
Nor thee, Hafiz![18]

One imagines Samuel, a few days into this retreat in the solitude of nature, free from the dominating pressures of his parental home, shedding layers of impressions, and emerging from his gloom. But now, with many heavy burdens left behind, he began to awaken to his own natural goodness. Among other writings, Samuel Lewis composed a divan of poetry during the ten days of retreat. The verses of Hafiz guided his initial days, and then dramatic events began to unfold.
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Khwaja Khidr

That night as he was doing his spiritual practices he felt a presence and he was sure it was Khwaja Khizr.*[19] There are many legends of Khwaja Khizr. Even some Western occultists have accepted the reality — of the legends. When it comes to events that is something different again...

Sooner or later we are going to have objective honesty in esoteric branches of culture. And that is why these reports are being given. Sufism is based on experiences and not on premises...

There was a recurrence of this appearance of Khwaja Khizr on the second night and then on the third. He offered poetry or music. Sam chose poetry. On the third night there was a long argument — why was the poetry chosen and not the music?...

Actually, it was not a choice. It is merely a different story.[20]

The poetry was immediate, and the music came afterwards, first as the embodiment of the Flute of the Masnavi and then as the Flute of Krishna, which was demonstrated many times. The music came, and with it the Dance.

Many years later Samuel wrote about the effect of Khwaja Khidr’s appearance at the retreat:

One had Hafiz’s teachings for study and like the great poet of Shiraz, one was visited by Khwaja Khizr. The world has not accepted this person’s poetry but it is forced to face that longevity and élan which are nothing but Grace.[21]

A visitation of Khwaja Khidr is said to bring great longevity and remarkable personal life force. Samuel Lewis is referring to this vitality, which he fully embodied in his later life and which was undeniable to those with whom he interacted. He ascribed this blessing to Grace, a spontaneous gift of God.

After the third appearance Sam began writing without interruption. His retreat writings included two Allegories, two lessons on the Logic of the Finite and Infinite Universal Laws, two lessons on Spiritual Cosmogony, the Art of Creation, On the Name of God, Zikr,*[22] Pesach Passover, Will, Bible Thoughts, Nufs,†[23] Reincarnation, Beauty, Hafiz, Notes on Rumi, and Initiation. Fortunately, the scrapbook of papers that he wrote on this retreat survived a massive fire on the Fairfax property in 1949. That fire destroyed 35 years of his research and writing as well as a magnificent spiritual library.

For the rest of his life Samuel Lewis continued to be an incessant writer of poetry, prose, spiritual commentaries, essays in a wide variety of fields, and worldwide correspondence. It is almost impossible to exaggerate the quantity of his work. Much of this material has been gathered online and is available at murshidsam.org, referred to from here forward as the Archives.

Samuel wrote a letter entitled “Initiation” to Murshida Martin on the last day of his retreat.

“PEACE ON EARTH, GOOD WILL TOWARDS MEN.”

Here in your wonderful room I sit, awaiting the hour of noon, when the sign of the cross shall be made in the heavens, and the sun pass over the equator. This lovely room with its spiritual atmosphere — here where I have sat in meditation, morning, noon and night for the last twelve days — an atmosphere of calm and peace...There seems to be a sign over the door: “Abandon all Fear ye who enter here.”*[24]

Yet not one hour have I been alone; God said — and it is noted in the diary — that an angel with a flaming sword stood outside and only those who could see, could pass. So the birds remained and other creatures and humans never disturbed me. “You have nothing to fear but yourself.” And God Himself has been with me...

Over your bed there is a quotation: “The Light Eternal According to the Kabalah.” And I have felt that where Gewurz failed, I have succeeded; that I might bring joy to your heart both as a mureed and a son of Israel. I saw Gewurz’ handwriting on the wall of the front room and felt it was “handwriting on the wall.”†[25]

I have brought with me every word I have written in diary, articles, poems and essays to lay them this morning on the altar of Him alone Who is Creator. Step by step have I risen, to find myself in Him. Every prophecy or hint in the diary has been realized... I have felt at times like a mosque with my head as dome reflecting the light from underneath. Then I have felt as a circle with a point inside... And it seemed that Pir–o–Murshid stood on the left, nearest my heart... His nearness to my heart brought love. You seemed to be behind or even in me, my very backbone, giving strength and courage. Hafiz was in my forehead, holding the mirror there, that the light from within might be reflected without. And the Rab on the right side seemed to be guiding my hand, even using it himself.*[26]

Murshida... My words first seem like a baby trying to speak and day by day the inspiration increased until suddenly I saw “The Art of Creation.” And if I have not gone more deeply into the Truth, it is because I myself have asked God to guide me slowly and make my steps sure.

When you handed me the Awarifu,†[27] you were giving me a gem of esotericism! But who can see it? Step by step I saw and realized what Nufs–Nachash‡[28] was.[29]

“The Art of Creation,” written the day before, brings light to Samuel’s statements above.

The first element in creation is Motive. There must be an urge, a desire, an impulse. This motive with God was Love. God is love and He wants to be loved, and for this reason He created the Universe — and man...

If we were to make a geometric picture of creation, it would be in the form of an expanding wave, as a light wave... Light, sound, electricity, heat all give, they do not get... Many philosophers recognize this and have said: “Being is motion.” But when we want to preserve ourselves, we are consciously or unconsciously making ourselves the center of a universe, trying to shine as it were as a star. And it is this centripetal force that causes all known as “Evil,” which is really disharmony.

Many of us are acquainted with the symbol of the interlaced triangles§[30]... The white triangle with apex up represents God. The apex is Love and the lower points Harmony and Beauty. Or we may give them other names, but if analyzed the meanings are the same...

Very often words are placed near the interlaced triangle: “Diabolus est Deus Inversus.” “The Devil is God turned upside down.” In Hebrew this word for “devil” is Nachash. And what does Nachash mean? A hidden desire, a yearning, a tendency to draw to a point. And this is what nafs means and Ego means... Geometrically this is centripetal motion. And we see it everywhere, animals killing other animals, not only for food, but for pleasure, men doing harm to their fellow-men, each striving. “Every man for himself, and the devil take the hindermost.”...

Adam and Eve were in bliss in Paradise. Nachash bid them to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. Why was it wrong to eat of the fruit of this tree? Because the fruit belongs to God. Man was to enjoy happiness [and] express love, but the fruits of his actions were to God. And as soon as he took to himself the benefit therefrom, a clash of forces resulted...

Man himself has therefore created evil and disharmony. And by disobeying the Law of God. Every sage and prophet, teacher and Messenger has acted otherwise and endeavored to teach mankind to act otherwise...

O, fellow-man, if you want peace on this earth, if you want concord and harmony, bring it first into your daily lives!... You will find your true method from within.[31]

Samuel Lewis had finally begun to find his “true method from within” and was uncovering previously hidden inner resources. “Initiation” continues:

My greatest joy was the pleasure or happiness it might bring you, that you have another mureed. I feel (I have) passed the stage of Shari’at and well on the road of Tarikat, towards Hakeekat.*[32][33]

In saying he had passed through the stage of Shari’at, Samuel Lewis indicates that he had set aside his ego and fully accepted the God reality.

Samuel was beginning to prepare for a final ritual, incorporating some of the principles learned from Murshida Martin as to how to proceed. He now felt ready to launch his prayer and take his place as a representative of God. Samuel later described this in his paper “Genuine Mystical Experience”:

On March 21, by this same kashf*[34] performed a ritual and it ended by perceiving in open daylight (twelve noon to be exact) the procession of the Messengers of God and their forming a circle to perform a cosmic dance, whereupon all merged into One. At that time I saw the Prophet Mohammed, double, the other ones singly, and took this as a sign to begin Qur’anic studies. I had already studied most other scriptures, at least superficially.

Then a robe (khirkah) was bestowed on me. That same robe was later bestowed in front of the Shrine of Moin-ed-din Chishti in Ajmir,†[35] India.[36]

In “Initiation” he wrote:

Last night it seemed as though Christ Himself were with me, giving me the instructions He gave to His disciples when sending them forth and repeating ever and anon, “Be wise as serpents and harmless as doves.” So long as I remain true to God, I feel I can reflect His Light and help to spread the Message, to go to Los Angeles or anywhere. “The Lord is my shepherd, whom should I fear?” I am [ready] to teach the New Testament and explain much of the Old with God’s help and under your directions...

The more I have pondered, the more I found that the Prophet Mohammed himself was expressing the greatest principles of science inwards, that God is Love and He is Beauty, etc. I am beginning to see further into the great declarations of Judaism and Islamism, to see behind the philosophy of Plato and Pythagoras in ways I could hardly dream of...

Truth has always been on earth, despite deluders [who say] that it has been kept from man except at certain ages and in secret ways... The mysteries have never been lost and never will be lost, but their outward form may change. Today one joining the Church of Universal Service is really being initiated into the Lesser Mysteries.

My future — that is in God’s hands. It is now four and one half years since I began studying with you and five and one half since we met. I have always wished to carry on the work of the Rab and it may be so. I have also desired to continue the true American Philosophy of Emerson and Whitman... Now I leave all these things to God, yet feeling if I keep my covenant with Him, my wishes will come true. I have already dedicated all to Him... But I shall go slowly.

The gift of poetry is entirely from Him. I have never cared for poetry but I feel more and more the spirit of the Sufis, and I almost can say “with God’s help and Hafiz” I may succeed.[37]

Samuel had been drawing wisdom from many sources. Among the poems in The Diwan there is a short and sprightly one celebrating this.

MY RELIGION 3/21/25

Call me a Christian, call me a Jew,
Call me a Parsi, if you wish to.
Call me a Hindu, call me a Sikh,
Or Mussulman, for Allah I seek.
Call me a Taoist, or lover of Buddh.
A worshipper of Nature, or that which is Good.
My religion is “Love, Harmony, Beauty.”
If it needs a name, why, call it “Sufi.”[38]

You will note in my diary... I feel I have realized my name:
Samuel Shemuel “In the name of the Lord,” even “The word or the voice of the Lord.”
Leonard: Leon is a lion; Ard from Arduus, valiant
Leonard: Valiant as a lion
Initiation comes from the Latin and means “a beginning.”... Every day have I read much from the “Gayan”*[39] and step by step realized it. I feel I am ready to begin, Murshida. I feel I can say, “God bless you” to others as you have said it to me.[40]

“The voice of the Lord, valiant as a lion,” is a noble description of Samuel’s spirit. Those who knew him well in the last decade of his life would agree with its accuracy. For what may be the first time, Samuel Lewis is taking a fully optimistic view of his future, a tidal shift in perspective.

My meditations have been like the cleaning of machinery at night so the factory will produce more at day. I have needed little sleep. My brain has been as a servant, actually working on hours, not allowed to work at certain times and often getting tired while working. I have not read my diary or articles over except to make two small changes in poems. I hand these to you. Some may be ready for publication in Sufism. I should like the “Maypole” to appear in Sufism at an early date, if it be your wish...

Soon I enter into my last meditation before the sun crosses the equator. I again thank you with all my heart and soul and mind for your benefits and blessing, and to Him above be all honor and glory forever. Amen.

Faithfully and sincerely,

Your mureed and disciple in Israel.[41]

Samuel’s reference to himself as a “disciple in Israel” may require some explanation. In a paper “Pesach Passover” written three days earlier, he had observed: “More [and] more one sees that Israel typifies mankind in general in its search for God.”[42]

A new life was dawning for Samuel. With this day in 1925 the door was open for him to write confidently on many subjects. He planned to depart for Los Angeles after completing his last concentration, filled with gratitude for Murshida Martin and her guidance.

The Enduring Influence of Khwaja Khidr

Grace is beyond intellection. And now on my 70th birthday I can attribute the strength, the energy, and even the prowess retained as the result of Grace, and the blessings received from Khwaja Khizr in 1925. And these experienced blessings were accepted in full by Pir–O–Murshid Hazrat Inayat Khan but generally rejected by those who claim some sort of “Sufic” knowledge from him.

LETTER TO SUFI BARKAT ALI[43]

There is no doubt that this retreat changed Samuel’s life. He wrote: “I have felt like Walt Whitman, without a grain of conceit, I am full of good things. I never knew I contained so much goodness, for I have found I contain God, and all Goodness is in God.”[44] This is an extraordinary affirmation from someone who had been a struggling young man, hammered down by his family and facing continuing rejection and disinterest, his perceived faults always recited for him.

By grace and his own dedicated effort, Samuel had broken through the muck of his mind and emotions and found his essential goodness, a veritable cornucopia of blessings. On this retreat he was able to clear his inner space of all confusion and competing impressions, and the light of his true self arose with joy. The guidance he received confirmed his relationship with the Sufi path, and Samuel showed his appreciation of Murshida Martin’s esoteric teachings as well as her dedication to them. Khwaja Khidr gave him his legendary transmission of living vitality as well as the gift of poetry, with more arts, such as music, to come.

Samuel had written, “There are many legends of Khwaja Khizr... If you believe in legends you are ‘saved,’ but if you propose that your belief is based on actual experience, that is a sure sign you are a pretender and damned.”[45]

Khwaja Khidr figured in the lives of many Sufis and some religious scholars over the centuries. As with Samuel Lewis, Khidr blessed the poet Hafiz with a visitation. Hugh Talat Halman states in Where the Two Seas Meet that both Hafiz and Samuel*[46] received the power of poetry from Khidr as a grace, not as a delineated formal gift.[47] And like Sam, Hafiz gave up his plan for marriage in exchange for a spiritual calling.

Khidr also appears in a very well-known Qur’anic story in which he becomes the teacher of Moses. Khidr is able to assume this role because he has an immediate direct knowing that Moses lacks. The great Persian poet Rumi had an inner relationship with Khidr, and Rumi’s son, Sultan Veled, attested in his book Ibtida-nameh that Rumi’s Khidr was Shams–i–Tabriz. Even outside of Sufism, Khidr has played a significant role. In the story of Alexander’s search for the waters of immortality, Khidr is the instrument for finding these waters.

What distinguishes Khidr in all these stories is that his knowledge is wisdom directly from the source without any other intermediary. “And we taught him knowledge from our presence.”[48] The immediacy of his knowing of things unseen in the visible world and the inner world, without depending on any external teaching, distinguishes his state. Murshid Sam shared this faculty, which Halman describes in a section entitled “Al–Khidr as Living Qibla and Model of Spiritual Masters:”

The figure of al–Khidr provides a point of direct transmission of the knowledge and presence of God. Al–Khidr stands between the temporal world of human experience and the eternal world of divine majesty, grace, and truth with all its force of paradox.

Where questions of authority are raised, where chains of transmission falter, where certainty of connection is unclear, al–Khidr arrives as the symbol, proof, and presence of divine transmission, continuing revelation, and theophanic witness in human form.

Al–Khidr stands at the horizon of that potentiality intimated in Adam and Joseph and the succession of Sufi masters: that certain gifted persons function as a human qibla, the point of orientation and direction by which one knows and fulfills the summation and essence of the spiritual path...[49]

Samuel Lewis was destined to become one of those rare, gifted individuals who are graced to embody the role of Khidr. He was as rough–hewn as Khidr is presented, and he lived whole–heartedly in immediacy.

Family Challenges Continue

The impetus of Samuel Lewis’s spiritual elation arising from the 1925 retreat carried him to Southern California and liberated him from the family home in San Francisco. The move to Los Angeles at age 29 was Samuel’s first foray into living independently from his family. He found clerical work at the Whittier State School, a detention center for boys now known as Fred Nelles School. Suspected of being a political spy, he was discharged in December of 1926. The error was subsequently realized and he was invited back to the school.[50]

Concerns about his family, however, continued to haunt Samuel. His mother Harriet’s stubborn dominating will, as well as her frequent verbal abuse, had left a deep mark on him. Samuel’s heart sympathies lay with his father, whose world was in shambles. Jacob’s reputation was tarred, his marriage vows were a sham and his younger son, Elliott, appeared to be a thief or worse.

Elliott was then living in New York City. Many elements of his life were viewed as morally deplorable in the family. He periodically accumulated considerable gambling debts, and with the loss of his job, the financial consequences mounted. Elliott appears to have been bailed out of these financial misfortunes by his father, and his reputation was kept as untarnished as possible through Jacob’s apologies.

Now, perhaps for the first time, Samuel was coming to grips with his brother’s situation and its effects on his father, and it clearly distressed him. This is apparent in a letter he wrote that Spring (1927) to his Aunt Hatty. Henriette (Hatty) Davis was Jacob Lewis’s only full sister and someone Samuel clearly trusted.

I have slept well these last two nights and am feeling pretty good, but last evening I almost broke down. I keep on learning so many bad, if not terrible things about my brother, that I can hardly understand where he could have gotten such wickedness into his system. While I was pondering on these things and listening to the radio, some club took charge of the program (KFI, Los Angeles) and began putting on sentimental songs about “mother.” That was just about the last thing to put pep in me so I had to go to my room.

Well, I have learned one lesson, and that is, if I feel very good or very bad, I try to write poetry. I tried and although I did not succeed very well, got the following in blank verse.

A PRAYER FOR MY FATHER!

God give him strength to fight, though hard the fray.
Give him the courage to bear the battle blows;
Guide him in these hours of darkness and despair;
Show him the light, and Lord, please lift the veil
That he may see a step or two ahead.
O Lord, I pray Thee lighten his burdens a little,
A little that, though stormy be the way,
Though terrors seem to encompass him about,
Disperse the clouds, and let a ray of sunshine
Pierce the gloom. O God, may the end be now in sight,
An end to these torments and these tortures;
Though time be needed, let the time approach
When he may have peace and rest, though years pass by
Before he leaves his mortal frame and enters
Into a world where sorrows abide not.
O God, give me strength to aid my father.
May my next years bring happiness to his heart,
Make me a source of pride and joy to him,
And may the future show the way
That he may see in me a son of his,
And I see and treat him as my father.
O God, give him hope, and may Thy Mercy
And Thy Grace rest upon him even as I write.
May he have that faith which leads to Peace,
That faith in Thee, remover of all pain
And sorrow, Source of all that’s good.
O God, help my father, I repeat again,
Give him strength and courage, from this day forth.
Amen.[51]

The letter to his aunt concludes, “It certainly is a Hell we are going through.”

Hazrat Inayat Khan’s Last Visit

In December of 1925 Hazrat Inayat Khan returned to America for what would be the last time. After journeying across the breadth of the country, undertaking numerous speaking engagements and events, he arrived to stay with Murshida Martin in San Francisco. She took him to Kaaba Allah in Fairfax, Marin County, crossing the Golden Gate by ferry. Inayat highly praised the atmosphere of the rock formation that dominates the Fairfax site and named it Pir Dahan, “The Voice of the Pir.” Later it was called the Voice of the Prophet following the inclination of people to see Inayat Khan as a world teacher. The rock provided a natural seat for meditation.

After his stay in San Francisco, Inayat continued south to Santa Barbara and Los Angeles, accompanied by Murshida Martin. The driver they selected was one of his mureeds, Paul Reps, to whom Inayat Khan had given the name Saladin. Saladin Reps and Samuel Lewis were already ac–quainted, and in the forty subsequent years Reps could easily be said to be one of Sam’s closest friends.

[image: ]
Hazrat Inayat Khan

Years later in an ex-tended interview Reps was asked how he remembered Hazrat Inayat Khan.

“He was the most remarkable man I ever met... It was as if one’s soul were speaking all the time... He would say, “Call me Inayat,” because he was completely humble and completely at peace and completely relaxed and completely concentrated at the same time. His eyes were concentrated to one point, which was outside his body a few feet; but he looked right through your forehead all the time when he talked to you. And yet at the same time, he was utterly at ease and said nothing for himself; he was always letting you do the talking and drawing you out. But he was certainly practicing what we might now call “Sufism” or the mind on the breath, or however you want to interpret it.

And this kind of a presence, with this great gentility and kinglike bearing and rather tall body and complete modesty simply overcame those who had never seen anything like it. They were very much impressed and extremely touched by his sympathy for them, and everyone felt, “Here, at last, is the one person who understands me thoroughly.”[52]

In this interview Reps also talked about Murshida Martin’s personality and recollected the car ride:

[image: ]
Murshida Rabia Martin

I knew her for... ten years or more. She was very faithful to Inayat Khan, and she was his first representative here in the West... She was very much attracted to him, and her husband was too. But she was a stormer. She would continually complain, vigorously complain, that people should be different.[53]

Quite aside from other people’s judgments, Rabia Martin gave much the same description of herself within the short autobiographical statement she wrote at the request of Hazrat Inayat Khan:

My folks had a difficult time of it I guess because when I played with children I wanted to lead them and they had to follow or there was no play for me. My sense of justice in my world of play was so marked — they did not understand me — and consequently my family felt I was too positive and all sorts of advice went unheeded. Of course you know I could not accept less than the ideals of my childish heart, and somehow as I grew older I felt quite alone within the family circle.[54]

Six Interviews with Pir–o–Murshid

Inayat Khan received Samuel Lewis for a series of interviews at a luxury hotel in the Los Angeles area. What Inayat revealed at that time offers an important lens through which to view historical events and to understand much of what subsequently happened to Western Sufism and to Samuel Leonard Lewis.*[55]

The date of Samuel’s first interview arrived:

One had to keep quiet about one’s mystical experiences until they were reported to the teacher. Although one began studying with Murshida Rabia Martin in 1919 and one had many of the same types of experiences that one can read about in Sufi literature (that is, literature by Sufis) and also in legends concerning Sufis by others, one restrained oneself.

But one also felt, and it proved to be true, that the real spiritual teacher would accept anything and everything, psychical, occult, and spiritual or mystical, coming from the disciple. Indeed, as Hazrat Inayat Khan has said, but his followers, badly divided, rejected, “It is the mureeds which make the Murshid.”[56]

At this first meeting Samuel Lewis reported in full the events of his retreat of 1925 — keen memories that, according to him, had been marked in the ethers. When Samuel entered the retreat he had been at the end of his tether, believing he was going into the wilderness to die. Instead, he was surprised to emerge with an embodied experience of resurrection.[57]

Hazrat Inayat Khan saw Samuel’s authenticity and accepted his report. The Pir–o–Murshid listened and told him to write the whole experience down in detail. Samuel told him about his vision of a company of illuminated souls including Prophet Muhammad, who appeared twice and on horseback. He also spoke of the appearance of Khwaja Khidr. Inayat then asked Sam to come back the next day or as soon as possible. The next day’s interview was unforgettable.

As Samuel entered the room Pir–o–Murshid stood up and motioned to him. Then he took Samuel’s hands in the position used for initiation and said, “I initiate you for the sixth time in the Sufi Order.” When Samuel later looked at the organization’s early records, he found that he had been initiated as a “Sufi.”*[58] It was an appellation he refrained from using for many years until confirmed in Asia by several Sufi Pirs.†[59]
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