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Praise for Fatima’s Touch

Tamam Kahn has done a fine job of portraying Fatima, her family and the historical milieu. This is the best of her work that I have seen so far. These are important pages for those who are ignorant of the whole cultural history, and also because the historical record is so spotty, so ravaged, so dismissive. This deserves to be known, and I congratulate her on the research and artistry of the poems and the courage and determination of this admirable achievement.

–Fred Chappell, Former Poet Laureate of North Carolina,
author of Shadow Box and I Am One of You Forever.



Tamam Kahn has undertaken, in a sequence of poems interspersed with prose texts, to give English-speaking readers a sense of the transcendent, plural meanings of the life and legends of Fatima, daughter of the Prophet Mohammed. Comparable in scope to Assia Djebbar’s Loin de Médine in its introducing Westerners to the origins of Islam, and the vital importance of women in its foundation, it is also a magisterial accomplishment as poetry, marrying narrative power to formal virtuosity, memorable and conducive to meditation.

–Marilyn Hacker, National Book Award Winner,
author of A Stranger’s Mirror.



In Fatima’s Touch, Tamam Kahn liberates the woman and prophet Fatima from layers of hagiography, idealization that have made her into an Islamic icon. Tamam’s poetry reveals her own deep inner process as well as her intuitive grasp of what it means to be an inspired woman, challenged by the restrictions of both religion and patriarchal culture. Even if you don’t normally read poetry, you will find this a moving and eloquent journey.

–Neil Douglas-Klotz, author of The Sufi Book of Life
and Desert Wisdom



We need to learn devotion to the holy ones, and especially the women. Tamam Kahn helps us to connect with the beloved Fatima. May we ask our minds and hearts to look toward such examples of Blessed Humanity.

–Kabir Helminski, author of Living Presence,
The Knowing Heart, and many translations of Rumi.
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Preface

She is from my flesh, the light of my eye and the fruit of my heart.

Prophet Muhammad1

Millions of Muslims the world over wear silver and gold pendants in the shape of Fatima’s hand as blessing and protection. Her hand is reproduced in jewelry, ceramics, paintings, tapestries and T-shirts, and is even used in a cellphone advertisement in Morocco. It is the hand-of-pro-tection throughout the Muslim world.

Yet most Americans know her name only because of a Christian shrine in a small town in Portugal named for Muhammad’s favorite daughter.2 Near this shrine, linked to the Virgin Mary known as Our Lady of Fatima, the Blessed Virgin appeared to three girls in 1917. Fatima al-Zahra. Who was she? And why do we in the West seem to know so little about the woman whom many Muslims revere and treasure as deeply as Christians do Mary?

What should Americans know about Fatima? Begin with her father, Muhammad the Prophet of Islam. He lived in Mecca, Arabia in the first two decades of the seventh century and worked as a commercial caravan leader for a businesswoman named Khadija. They married. Historians agree that Fatima was born to Khadija and Muhammad, the man who received Revelation from God. Khadija, like her husband, came from a well-respected family. When Fatima’s father, Prophet Muhammad, began to receive Revelation and speak of One God, Khadija supported him in every possible way, while the traditional business establishment turned most of the city against him. His words impacted both their traditions and finances.

In 622 CE, two years after Khadija’s death, Muhammad fled 300 miles north to Medina and then sent for Fatima. Still a girl dependent on her father, she was uprooted and taken from the life she knew. Muhammad’s family and followers established a new community and Fatima was married to her cousin, Ali. They raised their four children in Medina as the message of Prophet Muhammad grew and spread. Fatima lived for only a short time after her father’s death in 632.3 Within decades those close to Muhammad became deeply divided.

But what of the biographical particulars of Fatima’s life? There are numerous sources that open surprisingly colorful moments. We know of the early days of Islam through quotations and anecdotes repeated by those who lived close to Muhammad. These stories and sayings, called hadith, are transmissions of what Muhammad and his family and companions, were supposed to have done and said, and how the Islamic world understands their history. In the years following the Prophet’s death these hadith were treasured, handed down carefully by people who memorized the details and occasionally wrote them down. The written record was filtered through what was thought to be significant or edifying.4

My work here as a poet is to honor what has been told, which often reads as conflicting information. I write to make Fatima accessible. I visit both the Sunni and Shia hadith (differences will be discussed in the introduction) and appreciate their messages, but, most importantly, I write to join this contentious family through the quiet power of poems. Poetry has a way of nudging sense and meaning inside a stream of words, the way water runs under the desert sand— to green an oasis.

Thirty-three of the poems are written in meter, like the repetition and variations of drumbeats, recalling a time when the written word was marginal and poetry was spoken in easy-to-remember patterns. Books of poems rarely refer to these patterns overtly, but here they become part of the connection to the rhythms of the time, flowing (at best) unnoticed.
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I have followed the Sufi path for forty years. To me, Sufism is the fragrance over the flowers of religion. My husband, Shabda, and I have traveled widely among the mystics in North Africa, the Middle East and India. For the last fifteen years I have been exploring the stories of the first women in what would become Islam—(from salaam). The word Islam is associated with “… the inner state that causes the feeling of peaceful surrender to the protection, safety, and healing of the Divine.”5 In the fall of 2012, Shabda and I planned a trip to Turkey. I asked everyone I could think of—Sufis, publishers, scholars, professors— for names of those in Istanbul knowledgeable about Fatima al-Zahra. Without exception, they all directed me to Cemâlnur Sargut, female Sufi teacher and scholar who “aims … to see all [humanity] as one without discriminating between genders, religions, sects or outlooks.”6

We met on a warm autumn day at her house, a ferry ride from our hotel. We spoke for more than an hour. I said I was writing a book of poems about Fatima. I had questions for her, which she answered. Toward the end of the conversation, I shared with her that my thirty-four year old son, Solomon, had died in a car accident in Bangkok that year, two years into my writing these poems.

After I told my story, she said: “It is because of the pain that you are given with the loss of your son that you have permission to do this work. You should be grateful that Hazrat Fatima has allowed you to speak for her.” I left that meeting feeling strong guidance, and the urge to rewrite some of my poetry. Plato once said: “Poetry is nearer to vital truth than history is.” That day, I moved to a layer deeper than scholarship. I am in Fatima’s hands. May this collection of poems offer glimpses of her life and how she is remembered. May it bring the reader nearer to Fatima.


Introduction

People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them.

James A. Baldwin

Fatima lived before there were Shia and Sunni divisions in the Muslim community. The rift between those known as Shia and those called Sunni occurred in the first few centuries after Prophet Muhammad’s death (632 CE). The Shia were followers of Ali, Fatima’s husband who became Imam Ali, the fourth caliph. The Sunni were those who championed the first three caliphs: Abu Bakr, Umar, and Uthman. This sectarian perspective justifies modern political agendas and continues to tear Islam apart.
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