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Introduction

It was as recently as 1964 that Idries Shah’s The Sufis appeared. It was
evident that with this new classic on the subject, there had emerged
the Exemplar who from time to time comes forward to offer the Sufi
Way in new forms that fit modern needs. For Sufism is not the study
of the past, or the worship of medieval saints; it is always, has ever
been, evolutionary in spirit and action. The great Sufi classics of the
Middle East, for instance, were once abrasively original, with new
insights and information that shocked the hidebound,

Idries Shah has offered us many books, as many-faceted as Sufism
has to be, from there-issue of these classics, to jokes from the Nasrudin
corpus, to printed university lectures, to traditional stories retold in
fresh and sharpened language. Learning How to Learn, and others that
Shah is writing now, in a modern format, pioneer where we, in our
time, face the biggest challenges: human nature itself, how to
understand our behaviour and our organisations and our cultures.
Shah significantly calls anthropology and psychology the infan:
sciences; for he holds that we have hardly begun to use these tools.

It is now a commonplace that in the higher reaches of physics the
same language and concepts as in traditional mysticism are used; but
this common ground, this frontier, extends to inctude the new original
thinking in psychology, anthropology, the religions, esotericism. Shah
would like to aid this confluence. Specifically, he is offering the Sufic
viewpoint, and - more than that - making available a stock of
knowledge, of information. In our lifetime we shall see - are already
beginning to see - our scientists, usually the younger ones, because of
their greater flexibility, approaching Shah with the question: What do
you have in your possession, as part of your tradition, that we modern
researchers may use, that we may have overlooked or perhaps don't
even suspect exists? 1 have seen this happen: a simple question opening
up a new feld.

Is it not worth our while to consider how it can have come about that
what amounts to a treasure house of information, the results of
centuries of research and skilled practice, can have existed so long
without us being able to concede that it might be there? I am not
talking about ‘the secrets of the East’, conceived of as something
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between Shamanism and tea-table spiritualism - what Shah dismissed
as 'spills, thrills and chills’. There have always been travellers to the
mystic East. ‘Tell me, Master, what is the Secret?’ ‘Oh, you want a
Secret, dear child, is that it? Well, stand on your head for a week, and
chant this mantra . . ." But those of us who have tried to approach
Sufism through what is offered to us in the West seem nearly always to
have gone through something like that, and had to outgrow it: it is
how we have been conditioned to think. What we find in the East is
not the glamorous and the mystic but an approach to humanity, both
as individuals and as an organic unity, that goes far beyond our own
sciences, in conception and achievement - in sophistication.

How has this come about?

For one thing, perhaps the culture we inhabit is not the advanced,
open-minded culture we believe it is. Outsiders, who have always been
valuable in providing insights into societies, although they are always
resisted at first, judge us differently.

We are judged as being fettered, and in many ways. We easily talk
now of Western arrogance; we begin to know we are insular. But it is
a slow business, for we have to contend, inthe case of the Middle East
and Central Asia, with the implanted results of hundreds of years of
suspicion of the dreaded Saracen. This has had, still has, stultifying
effects on our culture, from ignorance and bigotry about Islam, to
something like this: that the symbols for the planets in astrology -
Mars, Venus, Mercury and the rest - are no more than Arabic letters,
easily recognisable as such to those who know Arabic. Yet we ascribe
to them amazing origins. A tiny example, even an absurd one, of an
enormous unmapped area. But why is it not being researched?

We may go on murmuring about Western complacency, but it is
another thing actually to face it. Shah instances our belief that we in
the West pioneered certain psychological ideas. But the ‘discoveries’ of
Freud and Jung are to be found in Al Ghazzali and Ibn El Arabi, who
died in the twelfth century, and in other great thinkers of the time.
(Jung acknowledged his debt to the East. Is it not remarkable that his
disciples are not curious about what else there might be?) Al Ghazzali
wrote extensively about conditioning: then, as now, Sufi teachers were
concerned about freeing people from social and religious indoctrina-
tions. What happened to all that expertise? It was used. It became the
property of doctors of the mind, of the soul, of the body; it has been
built on, developed . . . But we, in the West, have been cut off from
it - are still cut off from it, and will be until we are prepared to think
hard about our own mental sets.



Another instance: we tell ourselves about our infinitely various and
rich language. But the fact is that English is impoverished; it lacks
words and concepts we need. Any writer who has tried to describe
certain processes and experiences has come up against it: the absence
of words. There are ways around it - analogy is one - but the problem
remains. A handful of pitiful and worn terms - unconscious, soul,
spirit, collective unconscious, super-mind, ego, super-ego, id, para-
normal, ESP, super-nature - and suddenly, very soon, you've run
into the sand. You cannot use these words for fresh experiences, new
ideas, because each is loaded with unwanted associations. But other
languages are not so barren; their words are not so overloaded. No,
this is not an essay in disparagement of English, or in admiration of
other tongues, for the sake of it, but a plea for recognition: if there is
a desperate and urgent need for something, that need may be met. I
hope so. Meanwhile, it is hard going. I am not a linguist, to put it
mildly, but my tiniest acquaintance with Persian, for example, shows
our own dreadful depiivation. But that is the language of a culture
where certain kinds of spirituality were in active operation for
hundreds of years. (The appearance of a manic bigot like Khomeini
doesn’t take that away.) Friends who study ‘primitive’ cultures and
know the language of American Indians, or certain.African societies,
say that these, too, are well supplied with concepts that we lack. Qur
language is probably the best of tools for technical processes, as long
as technical processes are still conceived of as being restricted to the
mechanical, but when they impinge on the frontiers of the mind . . .

And there is another, Himalayan block, which we scarcely consider.
It is that for 2,000 years the West has been under a most terrible
tyranny, the Christian religion. (I am aware that at this point, readers
are sighing, thinking vaguely, ‘How very nineteenth century. ’) But it
was, historically speaking, an extremely short time ago. I have met
people who came into conflict with the churches, when all they wanted
was to opt out of certainties and dogma into agnosticism. Wives and
husbands left them, they lost jobs, were socially ostracised, were cast
off from families - and went to the colonies. There I met them, as a
child. Now the churches have a benevolent, harmless aspect, half
social agency, half genial bully; they cajole people into thinking that
they really have to be born again, or belong to something or other. But
for 2,000 years we were kept in a mental straitjacket, and even the
most limited rebellion was horribly punished. Luther’s was limited.
He said, I insist on the right to talk with God directly, without the
mediation of the church. He did not say, For many thousands of years
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there have been people in this world who have had the techniques, the
information, to enable those with sufficient preparation to make use of
these tools, to achieve states of mind, or of spirit, that the churches
know nothing about. (But at this point I have to make it clear that
Sufism respects all religions, saying that the Truth is at the core of
each. It is the tyrant, benevolent or wicked, who has to be exposed.)
What I would like to know is this: how is it that, undertanding that
our culture has had two millennia of a certain kind of indoctrination,
we, our scientists, are not researching the effects on our mental
processes? For these effects are there; once you begin thinking on
these lincs, they are very evident. It is as if the ban, the ukase, the no
of the churches into thinking about, for instance, what Jesus and his
associates were really thinking (for the Sufis claim Jesus as one of the
real Teachers of mankind, whose message has been obliterated by
institutions) had been absorbed into the very stuff of our minds,
making it impossible for us to look in certain directions.

And this no can operate in the minds of scientists as strongly as in
anyone's.

What I am sketchily, inadequately, outlining here is a whole series
of blocks and impediments that amount to a mental prison. Well, the
Sufis say we live in such a prison, and it is their concern to give us the
equipment to free ourselves. We are all conditioned, as we now claim so
easily and trippingly; but perhaps being able to say thatit is not enough
to enable us to see how.

If we want to approach the Sufis, their ways of looking at life, at
some point it is necessary to swallow the unpalatable fact that they
think of us as backward, barbarian, ill-equipped, ill-informed, and
primitive, with closed minds in areas where it is vital to our futures
that we open them.

Meanwhile, Shah most patiently answers the questions he has been
asked, waiting and hoping for questions that are more educated, more
sophisticated, based on better information and self-understanding.

He gets thousands of letters from everywhere, for he is not a Western
more than an Eastern figure, and people from Afghanistan to California
ask about the Sufi Way. From these questions and answers he has
compiled this book, which is so full of useful viewpoints and
information that I cannot do more than draw attention to ideas that
may be found profitable starting points.

Autention. Shah devotes a full section to it, so important does he
consider it, and so indifferent are we to it. In our society we are not
taught about attention as a need, as fundamental as food; and we go
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blundering about, seeking ways to assuage the craving, instead of
learning how to provide ourselves with what we need, sensibly and
calmly. We feed the hunger blindly, telling ourselvess we are seeking
God or Love or Service; and we are not taught to recognise the drive
in others, and how we are used and manipulated by them. Once the
mechanism is brought to our attention and we begin to study it, it is
asifa veil had been stripped off ordinary life, and we become freer in
our actions, our choices.

Knowledge, ‘God’, as a commodity. Conditioned to the commercial,
to having, wanting, trading, buying, selling, we treat everything in
this way, including what Shah has to offer. But ‘higher knowledge’ is
not a commuodity, to be bought and sold.

The uses of literature. Here Shah is revolutionary. The Sufis know
and use dozens of techniques, while we believe there is one. Our
teaching in schools and colleges is based on simplistic ideas that take
no account of the variations from hour to hour of the human mind. We
Westerners demand a standardised product, says Shah: it is what we
prize, But the standardised and mass-produced is not what interests
him or his associates, who teach individuals, in individual ways.

The human group - its dynamics. Psychologists are indeed studying
this subject, so vital to our society, and to all our associations. Shah
has a good deal to contribute; the human group is what the Sufis work
with, and their sophistication goes beyond anything we approach.

Emotionalism. Shah does not hesitate to make the claim, infuriating
to religionists everywhere, that nearly all we claim as ‘religion’, as
*higher feelings’, as ‘mystical experience’, is no more than emotional-
ism. We are taught that there are emotions and intellect, but not that
there is something else possible, beyond both and not to be confused
with either.

Exposing delusions.

Using religions, cults, sects, ‘God’, to satisfy power drives, the need
for togetherness, to provide substitutes for the family, sex.

How to recognise false teachers and self-appointed Sufis. They
proliferate, and delude unfortunate people who could be saved from
them by the use of a little logical thought and some common sense.

Many words and concepts have fallen out of real use. Reading this
book, we are forced to recognise that in our scientifically-oriented,
materialistic culture, words like humility, pride, greed, love, idolatry,
charity, tend to be disposed of into areas labelled ‘religion’ or ‘ethics’.
Shah rescues them, strips them of sentiment and vague emotion, and
re-introduces them - as tools,
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Abijure the ehy and seek the Aow, as one Sufi, the explorer Richard
Burton, put it. Well, this book is about how we, individually and
collectively, may learn to look at ourselves and our institutions
differently. And if what we are being taught is unexpected and
sometimes disconcerting, then that is in the great tradition too.

Doris LEsSING



‘Beginning to Begin’

by Idnies Shah

UNTIL only a few years ago, as literary people, psychologists and
the increasing number of those engaged in studying human con-
sciousness now so often remind us, Sufism was a closed book for
the ordinary person. Its language, in the form found in its classi-
cal and technical writings, seemed almost impenetrable. Orien-
talisss (now more correctly remamed Specialists in the Human
Sciences in Asia and Africa) maintained a near-monopoly of in-
formation on the subject and yet could be found extensively
disagreeing as to what Sufism was, how and where it started, and
what its teachings meant. Some Islamic workers were against it:
others claimed it as the true essence of Islam. Some non-Muslim
obscrvers were powerfully attracted to it, others found it too
culture-bound for their liking.

The publication of Sufi stories stripped of didactic overlay and
much verbiage, together with studies of Sufi psychological work
and perhaps above all the observed analogies with current social
and cultural concerns, has changed this picture quite dramatically.
It is now generally accepted that Sufi cesearch and experience
during the past thousand years has been one of the most promising
areas of development in the directon of undersmpding man and
indicating his perceptions of extra-dimensional reality. But it was
not until people, mainly in the West, begsn to now the congruence
of religious and psychological, esoteric and cultural, thinking that
a more holistic approach to the subject could develop.

Meanwhile, of course, laggards in science still regard Sufism
as mysterious esotericism; cultists still want to preserve this aura;
a few scholars wish to produce a monopoly by claiming that their
interpretations alone are authorisative; the latter sometimes pre-
senting a spectacle resembling that of the alchemist opposing
chemistry because he does not understand it.
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The work of displaying the many-sidedness and current rele-
vance of Sufism has ot been difficult, given two prerequisites:
freedom to publish and a growing dissatisfaction, in many cul-
tures, with hidebound and ignorant authority. All that has been
needed has been to quote, from legidmate Sufi sources, including
documents, teachings which show the sciemtific, as well as the
religious, inwerest; to demonstrate, from the same sources, that
the psychological insights of the Sufis have proved a source of
continuing knowledge which is not inferior to the achievements
of modern workers in the field of the mind. In addition, the
‘discovery’ of the Sufis by several such workers of undeniable
imporeence, and the existence of a living Sufi tradition aside
from repetitious cultism and the other deteriorared elements made
it rapidly possible —within the span of a decade—for several
workers to provide materials which have verified much of the true
nature of the Sufi heritage and to confiro its continuing operation.

It has been objected, of course, that the ‘popularisation’ of Sufi
materials might alienatc many people from the ancient traditions
and values which it is held by some to represent. In actual fact, the
reverse hns been true. In one publication efter another, even
traditionalist and formal scholars, as well as many others — in Past
and West-have eagerly accepted the recent reclaiming of the
meaning of the materials: and the number of people interested
has enmormously increased. To disdain these newcomers because
they are not always professional orientalists or cultists (still too
many people are both) is to fail to observe that many of them are
at least as intelligent, well-informed and potentially useful in
human cesearch as the ‘specialists’. One of the saddest things, in
fact, about the reaction in some quarers against the revelation of
feesh insights into the essential Sufism has been the displaying of
almost primitive and quite stupefying bigotry and small-minded-
ness in circles where these characteristics are prejudicial to the
honour of the learned calling and dangerous to the likelihood that
such people will continue to be taken seriously by those whose
cespect means 50 much to them.

In brief, Sufism has ‘arrived’ in the minds of people in the
more flexible and increasingly interesting areas of contemporary
thought. It has also become a part of the experience and interest
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of some of today’s more distinguished people throughout the
world. It is operating widely, in cross-disciplinary and geaneral
arcas, as a factor whose value and contribution can neither be
denied nor arrested. What has happened is that more people are
grepared to study perennial outh apart from local manifestations
and derivative sociological forms of mainly anthropological value.

Traditionally, Sufi understanding has relied heavily upon
question-and-answer. The following pages, extracted to give a
cross-secton of materials elicited during hundreds of hours of
talks, relate to many of the subjects which interest such a very
large pumber of people today. The hundred conversations also
represent answers to questions which have been asked again and
again in a postbag of more than forty thousand lemers, from all
over the world.

In spite of the enormous demand for Sufi thought to be pre-
sented opnly in terms of familiar attitudes and local cultural
expression, it would be unfair, both to the Sufis and those who
might leam from them, to attempt putting this quart into a pint
pot.

Sufi thought and action requires its own formats in which to
manifest and operate: it is for this reason that it has always,
in the past and in its several areas of expression, established and
maintained its own institutions and teaching centres. But the
modem Western atmosphere, however much it may have neg-
lected to develop such formats for itself, is nowadays much more
than formerly prepared to accept the hypothesis that there might
be a form of learning which is presented, concentrated and dis-
semicated through characeeristic and specialised institutions. It is
only where we get people imagining that the outward form of
such institutions, suited to one place or age, is both suitable for
here and now, and also representative of the thing itself, that the
onus is on us to point out the fact that such opinions are limited
and limining. They disable those who hold them from understand-
ing in the same way that the yokel in the Sufi tale could not bene-
fit from his bowl of liquid soup because ‘all soup has lumps in it’.

There was once a man who opened a restaurant, with a good
kitchen, attractive tables and an excellent menu.

One of his friends came along scon afterwards, and said:
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‘Why have you not got a sign, like all the other eating-places?
I suggest that you put on it “RESTAURANT: FINEST
FOOD”.

When the sign was painted and put up, another enquirer asked:

‘You bave to be more specfic~you might mean any old res-
taurant. Add the words “SERVED HERE" and your sign will be
complewe.’

The owner thought that this was a good idea, and he had the
signboard duly altered.

Not long afterwards someone else came along and said:

‘Why do you put “HERE”? Surely anyone can sce where the
place is?’

So the restaurateur had the sign changed.

Presently a further curious member of the public wanted to
know:

‘Do you not know that the word “SERVED?" is redundant? All
restaurans and shops serve. Why not weke it out?’

So that word was taken out.

Now another visitor said :

‘If you continue to use the phrase “FINEST FOOD”, some
people will be sure to wonder whether it really ¢ the finest, and
some will not agree. To guard against criticism and contention,
please do remove the word “Finest”.’

And so he did. Now, just the word “FOOD” was to be seen
on the notice, and a sixth inquisitive individual put his head
through the doorway. ‘Why bave you got the word “FOOD” on
your restaurant: anyone can see that you serve food here.’

So the restaurateur took down the sign. As he did so, he
could not help wondering when somebody who was hungry, rather
than curious or intellectual, would come along. . .

In this tale, of course, the restaurateur is plagued by the
literal-mindedness of the ‘people of reason’; for whom, as for all
of us, intellect plays a valuable part. The food which our man is
trying to provide, however, is the ‘food of the heart’; where the
heart stands in Sufi parlance for the higher perceptive faculties
of humankind.

Our contemporary Sufi poet, Professor Khalilullah Khalili, my
most illustrious compatriot, puts it like this:
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In every state, the Heart is my support:
In this kingdom of existence it is my sovereign.
When 1 dre of the treachery of Reason -
God knows I am grateful to my heart .. *
Idries Shah

1978

*Persian Quairains of Ustad Khalilullah Khalili, trilingual, Baghdad:
Al-Maarif Press, 1975, 22/23.
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Real and Imagined Study



Sqﬁ's and their Imitators

Q: What can you do about imitators? It has been observed that,
since you etarted to make Sufism known really widely in the
West, numercus small groups have been enlarged, and entirely
new oaes have sprung up —and most people realise that these are
just cults, end not Sufi groups at all.

THB SMALL BOY AND THE EXAMINATION

A: That ceminds me of a joke. It is said that a small boy was
faced with an examination question: “What is rabies and what can
you do about it?' He wrote as his answer: ‘Rabies is Jewish
priests, and there is nothing you can do about itl’

These Sufis are Sufists, not Sufis, and there is nothing that you
can do about it. I am, however, intcrested in an inherent assump-
tion: the one behind the question - that one should either have to
do anything about it, or that one could, indeed, do anything about
it...If we do try v do anything about it, we risk attracting
large numbers of discnchanted former Sufists, who would hope at
first that we could give them THE REAL THING -but who
would become doubly homeless, so to speak, when they found that
one branch of the entertainment industry had closed down, and
another failed to open upl

Sufi studies in the West and in the contemporary East, it should
be remembered, are repeating a pattern.* Throughout the ages
there have been Sufis and imitators. Perhaps, to clarify things in
your own mind, you might like to ask yourself this question:
‘Why do I imagine that there is any activity that does not have
imitators, charlatans, confusion and “tourists” and passengers?’
People do not find that they can do angthing about tricksters or

*Not ooly do humorons tales contain valuable structures for undersand-
fng. Their use also helps to weed out people who lack a eense of humour.
Sufis bold that people who bave pot developed or who have suppremed
thelr capscity to enfoy bumour sre, in this deprived state, also without
learning capacity in the Sufl sphere.
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cranks who offer a trip to the Moon —except to increase public
information on spaceflight.

I cannot help feeling that the questioner is defining his own
mentality and showing us that he is thinking in a more confined
way than his limitations require.

If we can do anything about the imitation, it is to spread the
information of the real. But our doing this depends upon the
audience being prepared. The preparation involves a wideness of
horizon and the intelligent use of the clear thinking methods
which are already curreat in all present-day societies, though only
lately coming into use in our area of interest.

The negative attitude is to look at the imitators. The positive
one, surely, is to remember the words of Jalaluddin Rumi, who
said that false gold only exzists because there is such a thing as
the Real ...

JAMI AND THE EXTERNALS

Both imitators and the followers of previous formulations whose
externals alone persist can be reminded, especally if they read
the Sufi classics, that externals are not the same as content. It is in
this vein that the great teacher Jami speaks, in his Bakgristan,
“The Abode of Spring’:
The rose is gone from the garden, what can I do with the
thorns and leaves?
The Shah is not in the city, what shall I do with his court?
The attractions are the cage: beauty and goodness the
parrot.
When the parrot has flown, what can I do with the cage?

ANALOGY OF THE FUR JACKET

In Fihi ma Fihi we find the allegory of the jacket. ‘In Winter,’ says
Rumi, ‘you look for a fur garment, but whea summer comes you
have no time for it, it is an encumbrance. So it is with imitations
of real teachings. They keep people warm until the time cames
when they can be warmed by the Sun . . .’

So, like the fur garment, people will cleave to cults and
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imitations because these things suit them, respond to somcthing
within them which calls for cults and imitations.

At the same time, of course, they imagine all sorts of things
about themselves, such as that they are genuine, sincere, un-
concerned about themselves and concerned about others or about
muth.

SHIBLI AND THE STONES

In a famous instance, recorded for instance in the Ilghi-Nama of
Hakim Sanai, the Sufi teacher Shibli of Khurasaa made this
self-deception a matter of illustration-teaching in a dramatic event
which he initiated.

Because of his extravagant urterances, dislihed by the authori-
ties, Shibli was chained up as a madman. A number of people
who respected him went to him on a visit, enquiring about his
welfare. He asked them who they considered themselves to be,
and they answered that they were his friends.

At this Shibli hurled stones at them, and they ran away.

Shibli shouted: ‘You say that you are my friends, thinking of
me| But I have shown you that you flee from my affliction, and
hence you are concerned not for me, but for your own prosection
from etanes!’

TO RECEIVE WHAT IS NOT IN YOUR DESTINY

Besides, we should bear in mind the teaching of the great sage
Abu'l Hasan Khirqani, recorded in Attar’s Recitals of the Sants:

‘The people of the world have a fixed destiny. But the
spiritually developed receive what is not in their destiny.’

Q: What is the barm in imitating? I am sure that -most, if not
all, of the human development systems which are publicly offered
are only imitations. If, hawever, these give people pleasure and
some taste of a decper reality, they surely must have a value?
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THE RNOTS STANDING IN THE WAY OF THE
TEXTILES

A: If you take an analogy, you might see it differently. Suppos-
ing we were discussing the art of weaving which might be de-
veloped. Supposing people were at a stage where they could only
tie knoss in string, which gave them pleasure and might be re-
garded as a foretaste of weaving. If the people only imitated the
knotting phase, and in addition regarded the knotting as the
entire art — when would weaving itself come into being, no matter
how much pleasure there was attached to it? Cerwinly, knotting
would have a value as such: but it would also constituse a barrier
to going further if the idea of anything further were ‘abolished’ by
people thinking that know were as far as anyone could go in
textile work.

There are two points worth noting here.

The first is that ‘pleasure’ certainly is not to be opposed, but
there are many sources of pleasure, and to seek pleasure as a part
of something more specific leads to confusion and more.

The second is that if you get obsessed by the early stages of
something, imagining it to be the whole, you will not go further.

THE WOMAN AND THE SPIRITUAL BEING

Look at the ancient tale of the woman and the spiritual being.

There was once a poor woman who helped a spiritual being
disguised as a wanderer from far away, giving him hospitality
when others had cast him out. As he left her house, he said:
‘May your first task tomorrow last all day!’

She thought that this was a strange way of thanking someone,
but soon forgot.

The following day a merchant brought her a short length of
gold thread and asked her to embroider it onto a garment, for
embroidery was her work, when she could get any.

She unwound the gold and embroidered the cloth., When she
had finished, she saw that there was more gold thread on the floor
than she had started out with.

The more she wound it up into a ball the more there was. She
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wound gold thread all day, and by nightfall she had an enormous
quantity. By tradition, left over thread belonged to the embroi-
dress.

She sold this thread and with the money she was able to re-
build her house and furnish it, as well as setting herself up with a
fine shop.

Naturally the neighbours became curious, and she told them
how her luck had changed, and what had caused it.

Some time later, a merchant in the same town saw and recog-
nised the ‘stranger with magical powers’ from what the woman
had said about him and invited him into his shop and home. He
showed the spiritual being great hospitality, imitadng the way in
which open-handed people behave; even carrying his attentiveness
to extremes.

He thought: ‘There must be something in this for me— and of
course for everyone in this town.” He added the second phrase to
his thoughts because, although greedy, he imagined that just to
think of others would get him something for himself. Because,
however, he was imitating charity, and because he did not think
of the good of others equally with his own good but only as an
afterthought, things turned out differently for him than for the
charitable woman.

When the stranger was about to leave, the merchant said:

‘Give me a blessing.’

‘I do not do that,’ said the stranger, ‘but I wish that your first
concern today should endure for a week.’

He went on his way and the merchant set off for his counting-
house, where he proposed to count money, multiplying it for a
whole week.

On the way across his own courtyard, the merchant stopped for
a drink of water at his well. No sooner had he pulled up one
bucketful than he found himself compelled to draw another, and
another, and this went on for an entire week.

The water flooded his house, then that of the neighbours, and
finally the whole town, almost causing it to collapse ...
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Attaining Knowledge

SRS S S S S SIS S RS e SIS SN e e e e e S

Q: How can I attsin knowledge of myself? I look at organisa-
tions and institudons, such as schools or universities, or business
enterprises or professions, and I can see that they have esmb-
lished reputations. They also have enrolment and recruitment, snd
they have objectives. For insmnce, if I become a politician I am
aiming for cabinet rank; if I want to study medicine it is in order
to become a practising doctor or a research worker or a teacher.
When I approach Sufi ideas, whether through books or individuals,
I find that a similar kind of coherence is not there: or if it is, I
cannot find it. I often become confused, and I have met many
other people who are also confused, who are trying the same
thing. Because of this I also feel that an answer to this question
would be of great value to many other people who believe that
there must be truth and value in Sufi thought and activity,
because it has continually produced great people, but that the ‘way
in’ and the cumcula are baffling.

A: It is interesting, not as a lesson in what Sufis are I'ke, or
what the Sufi enterprise is about, to look at these words, for
they display, very clearly, what people are like, and we will see in
a moment, how easily one can answer them by using materials,
analogies and ways of thought which they would have been able to
use for themselves if they had really been as analytical and co-
herent as they imagine they are.

First it must be said that it is precisely because someone thinks
like this that he is bafled. He has arbitrarily selected parallels
and assumptions, and seeks to apply them to us. Interestingly, he
had misapplied them, with the result that he arrives at what he
could even have subconsci'ously sought, confusion.

One traditional way of answering this question would be to
quote the proverb: ‘However fast you run, or however skilfully,
you can’t run away from your own feet.’

We will go through the analogies, and show how they apply to
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us just as much as to anyone or anything else cited.

First of all, it is not for us to satisfy each and every would-be
student about Sufi applicability to himself and Sufic probity or
otherwise. It is for him to satisfy himself; and he will probably
use the same methods he uses when he applies to learn anything
else. But he should remember that if he goes, for instance, to a
school of medicine and asks: ‘How do I Jmow that you can seach
me?’ he will be shown the door. He is not eligible. Such an
approach is neither correct bebaviour nor indicative of a stage of
inwkelligence in which one can be taught. There are plenty of
people who do not adopt the attitude of an idiot, and it is the
duty of the medical school to give its limited time to such people.
It is someone else’s task to do the more preliminary work with
you. One function of the books already published is to provide
this briefing.

Secondly, the reputation of the Sufis is already well enough
established, and continues in that role from a base of repute
which they established even long before numerous contemporary
institutions existed. Sufic continued flexibility, viability and effec-
tiveness (if you must measure in this way) are themselves evidences
of their value in terms of the levels on which such thiogs are
assessed in the familiar world.

The coexistence of genuine Sufic enterprises and imitation ones
only parallels similar imitations of almost every other kind of
institution in the world. It is no new thing, and it has virtually
the same characteristics and origins.

Thirdly, the idea of ‘enrolment and cecruitment’ naturally varies
with the kind of insttution. The enrolment and cecruitment of,
say, bank clerks differs from that of, say, soldiers. People may
become bank clerks and find that they are not suited for banking
life. They may become politicians and discover that they are
suited to this life. They may enrol as deep-sea divers and discover
that deep-sea diving is not what they thought it was, in spise of
plenty of divers around, sufficient schools, and an abundance of
literature on the subject. What are you seeking from Sufi studies
or activity which differs from these things?

Fourthly, of course, there is the question which comes under the
heading of objectives. Suppose you want to be a politician: no-
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body would say that you could become a Cabinet Minister before
you were perhaps a leg-man for a minor parliamentary candidate,
or an envelope-licker in Party HQ, or even a canvasser for an
obscure Rural District Council Member. The objective, again, may
be to be a Cabinet Minister or a Prime Minister. How many
people who at the beginning of their political careers: (a) know
what it is like to be a Prime Minister, even if they are aiming for
it; (b) really will become a Prime Minister? In any case, the
people who do attain such rank are the ones who obey the
Chinese proverb ‘The journey of a thousand miles starw with a
single step’.

Fifthly, as to confusion: people frequently become confused
either because they cannot understand the elementary steps they
have to take, or because they invariably enjoy confusion, or for
some other reason which they do not know. The origins of a ssate
of confusion can often be discovered merely by transposing the
problem into terms whose structure is more familiar, as I have
just done.

Among the Sufis, as among those of other paths, it has always
been required that the intending participant practise certain re-
quirements to fit him or her for higher leaming. In modem
societies, equivalent and often exactly similar prerequisites are
found. Because so many familiar institutions with clearly laid out
requirements already exist in contemporary cultures, it should be
easier, not more difficult, for people to understand, given real
desire, the requirements. These include: humility, dedication,
abstinence, restraint, obedience. Unless you exercise these ‘virtues’,
you will get nowhere in banking, the Army, medicine, politics,
human service or anywhere else in many forms of mundane
endeavour. If, on the other hand, you want to escape these tire-
some preliminaries and flee into Sufism, then we know what you
are like, and we cannot talk to you at all. “To say “yes” to the
Sufi way is to say “no” to imagined escapes.’

It is no accident that Sufis find that they can connect most
constructively with people who are well integrated into the world,
as well as having higher aims, and that those who adopt a sensible
attitude towards society and life as generally known can usually
absorb Sufi teachings very well indeed.
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You started your guestion with the matter of the visibility of
study institutions. But the world itself, as well as special attitudes,
properly understood, constitute the Sufi school. Remember the
words of Maghri'bi, who said to a monkish individual: ‘What you
are seeking in your retreat/I see clearly in every road and alley-
way’.

It i3 no use adding exrernal things, say observances —to the life
of someone who is carrying on too many unproductive observances.
It is hopeless to add ideas to minds already too full of ideas. Study
institutions may become visible when the head is more emptied of
imaginings.

SAADI AND THE MAN WITH A FULL HEAD

Saadi has a male about a man, whose head was full of imagined
knowledge and arrogance as a cesult, who went to visit Koshyar,
from a great distance. Koshyar taught him nothing, saying: ‘You
may think yourself wise, but nothing can be put into a full pot.’

If you are full of pretence, Saadi continues, you are in fact
empty. Become empty of fruitless ideas, he teaches, so that you
may come and fill with higher perceptons, and understand real
meaning.

There is a widespread notion in non-traditional societies such as
the current Western one, that their scientific base causes the
people to think, for some rehason, in a way different from that of
‘ancient’ or ‘Easwrn’ peoples. Anthropologists, interestingly enough,
have pointed out that human thinking habits are everywhere very
similar, and that the models and assumptions used by, say, the
Africans of old and the Europeans and Americans are not at all
different. The fact that this expert information bas not filtered
down to general knowledge is in itself an indication of the conten-
tion of, for example, R. Horton, who cammented on the un-
examined assumptions of Western and African people thus:

‘The (Western) layman’s ground for accepting the models pro-
pounded by the scientist is often no differeat from the young
African villager's ground for accepting the models propounded
by one of his elders. In both cases the propounders are deferred
to as the accredited agents of tradition. As for the rules which
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guide scientists themselves in the acceptance or rejection of models,
these seldom become part of the inteilectual equipment of mem-
bers of the wider population. For all the apparent up-to-dateness
of the content of his world-view, the modern Western layman is
rarely more ‘open’ or scientific in his outlook than is the tradi-
tional African villager.’*

Knowledge of yourself may involve, if we are leaming at the
present time, a knowledge of the way of thinking of your society,
and to realise that you are probably its product, and that this
knowledge can be attained in fact by such anthropological and
psychological observations made by the Sufis in the course of their
teaching how to assume new and more promising extra per-
spectives,

This involves knowing more through knowing oneself; knowing
oneself through knowing how one thinks about others; and ‘seeing
yourself with other eyes than your own’— all ways of applying the
lessons which so far in the West are mainly only being pointed
out, and are not linked with attempts to further one’s perceptions
of what lies beyond familiar consciousness.

The statement ‘He who knows himself, knows his Lord’ means,
among other things, that self-deception prevents knowledge. The
question asks about how to attain knowledge of oneself. The first
self about which to attain knowledge, is the secondary, essentially
false, self which stands in the way, however useful it may be for
many daily transactions. It must be set aside, made something
which can be used or not used: not something which uses you.

The way in which this is done is by self-observation: registering
how and when this self is operating, and how it deceives. A man
once remarked, in the hearing of the Sufi ancient Junaid of
Baghdad that at that time it had become difficult to find brothers.

HOW TO FIND YOUR BROTHERS
Junaid instantly identified the onesidedness of this attitude. ‘If you
seek a brother to share your burden, brothers are in truth hard to
find. But if you are in search of someone whose own burden you
will yourself share, there is no scarcity of such brothers,’ he said.
*R. Horton: African traditional thought and Western science, in: Africa,
37, 1967, International African Institute.
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ANSARI ON LOOKING AT YOURSELF

You want to be able to evaluate institutions of the Sufis. You
want to gain knowledge of yourself. You can do the former when
you have done the latter. Sheikh Abdullah Amnsari, of Herat, in
common with all classical Sufi. teachers, insists that you must see
yourself other than with your own eye, that is to say, apart from
your present way of looking at things, or your fixation with this
secondary self will only increase in strength and blot out objective
understanding.

ANALOGY OF THE GARDENER

Until you can see yourself clearly and constantly for what you are
really like, you have to rely upon the assessment of a teacher: the
‘gardener’ of Rumi’s comparison:

‘A gardener going into an orchard looks at the trees. He knows
that this one is a date, that one a fig, the other a pomegranate, a
pear or an apple. To do this, he does not have to see the fruit,
only the trees.'®

DIFFICULTIES

Q: What are the difficulties in the way of transmitting know-
ledge today in the West?

A: Vaey litde different in essence, though different in appear-
ance, from the difficulties at all times. To understand this you
have to obtain some perspective.

If, in the Middle Ages in Western Europe, you had preached,
say, hygiene, what would have happened to you? You would have
been seen as heretical, for a start—because only infidels washed.
You would have been castigated by reputable people for assuming
that you were better than they were, because you washed and they
didn’t. If you taught about microbes, would you have got away
with it? If you used their mass-media, you would have been
accused of immodesty and worse; if you tried to set up your own,
you would be accused of sinister intentions or worse . ..

®*Fihi ma Fiki ('In it what is in It’), by Jalsluddin Rumi Balkhi,
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And ~ equally important - who would listen to you? The freaks,
the occultists, the failures who were out to find a short-cut to
success . . . Not the people who were to become the authorities on
hygiene ... Much peeliminary groundwork would have to be done,
explaining assumptions, proving that bias was not reality, living
down unwerranted mud-slinging.

RISE ABOVE YOUR OWN BARRIER

The great Sufi poet Hafiz says, and how rightly, that the diffi-
culties are within people, for they imagine things which are really
irrclevant to be important in this search: ‘You yourself are your
own barrier — rise from within it.’

THE PRIEST AND THE PUBLIC

People mistake information for knowledge, and one indication for
another. This is mainly because they generally do not know what
they want, and often think that they want something when they
do not. This difficulty besets all kinds of activities in the West.

I have recently been talking to the priest in charge of a church
in a new town development. He had carried out a careful poll of
what his new parishioners wanted, what kinds of sermons, how
they are to be delivered, what subjects they were interested in.
This all took him several months., In the end he had a picture
of what was required and he provided the themes, treatment and
atmosphere which the people had asked for.

The people came to his church services for the first few weeks,
and then came in smaller and smaller numbers. The only reason
which they gave when questioned about their lack of interest is:
‘It isn’t what we thought it would be like.’

This shows (as you will find in innumerable Sufi stories) that
neither the teacher nor the learner knows, without a real situation,
how the teaching is to be carried on, if it is not done merely by
indoctrination or emotional arousal, in specific instances.

The fact that teachers in many disciplines think that they
know how to teach, and classes think that they know how to learn,
obscures the fact that people in general accept this folkloric
belief without testing. The only exception to both parties carrying
on for centuries with diminishing returns is in areas, such as
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commerce, where nobody can afford to imagine things: tests have
to be made.

THE DEMAND FOR LAUGHTER

There is an instructive example in British television where many
people complained about the production habit of putting a
laughter sound-track onto shows, following every joke, or having
a studio audience. Viewing audiences did not like it. The Head
of Light Enterainment at London Weekend Television in 1970
bowed to the bitter criticism and flood of letters by removing the
laughing audience. The actors now complained that they could
not act properly without laughter to help their timing. ‘So’, con-
tinued Mr. Barry Took, ‘I brought the audiences back, and
everything was fine again. Almost exactly the same people who
had written in to complain wrote again to say how much they
preferred the shows with audiences.’

HOW TO SELL BOOKS TO SCHOLARS

When circularising scholars with lists of new books, we found a
similar result. Postal advertisements couched in impeccable
scholastic language brought hardly any sales. But circulars which
were written like advertisements for soap-powder had large num-
bers of these respectable gentlemen sending in their orders by
retum: even though the books were on serious subjects. When I
mentioned this result in a newspaper interview, several academics
wrote to me agreeing that they preferred an ‘exciting’ advertise-
ment and that ‘scholarly treatments’ bored them. ..

THE DEAD WHO WALK...

Whether in the East or in the West, one of the difficulties in the
way of twansmitting Sufi knowledge has not changed in many
centuries. As the Sufi ancient Abu’l Hasan Khirgani stated, ‘Many
people who are in reality dead are walking in the streets; many
who are in their graves are in reality alive’, he wells us, in Attar’s
lives of the masters.

The difficulties of transmitting knowledge about which you ask
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mean that only a small number of people can immediately leam
what is being taught. The others have to go through exposure
to experience and teaching until their inward perceptions are able
to connect with the transmission.

Meny people believe that their interest in a subject is prepara-
tion enough. Further, they cannot credit that others may have the
perceptive capacity while they themselves must wait.

JUNAID AND THE JEALOUS STUDENTS

Junaid illustrated this on the overt level one day when some of his
twenty students were jealous of his attechment to one of their
number. The parable-in-action which he devised is worth thinking
about.

He called all the disciples and ordered them to bring twenty
fowls. Each pupil was instructed to take one bird to a place where
he could not be seen, and to kill it.

When they all returned, the birds were dead: all except the one
taken by the controversial student.

Junaid asked him, in the preseace of the others, why he had not
killed his bird.

‘Because you told me to go to & place where I could not be
6cen, and there is no such place: God sees all’, answered the maa.

The difficulty of transmission of knowledge is bound up with
the orientation of the student. Wenting knowledge is not enough.
As we see in the case of Junaid’s students, only one in tweaty
acted in accordance with his own beliefs.

TEACHERSHIP ACCORDING TO MUINUDDIN
CHISHTI

The institution of teachership is there for this reason, that the
learner must learn how to learn. Understanding this one realises
why it is not an extreme statement to say, as did Muinuddin
Chisht :

‘It should be taken to heart that whatever the Spiritual Gyide
persuades his disciples to do and to practise, it is for the
benefit of the spiritual disciple himself.’
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Secrets and the Sufis
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Q: Why do Sufis hint at secrets, and speak of remarkable places
and strange books, and so on, if not to titillate?

THE CULTIVATED VOLUNTEERS

A: When they do so, it may only be to identify the super-
ficialists who scramble for these things. This resembles the old
Army technique when the sergeant says to recruits: ‘Hands up
those who are too cultivated for manual work’-and then, when
some hands go up, says, “Thesc are the men who need the most
treining in manual labour!’, and assigns them the roughest tasks.

Another reason may be that what to you is titillating, is to me
my everyday life. Words like ‘remarkable’, ‘strange’ and so on,
have no absolute meaning, and are utterly subjective. What is the
meaning of ‘secret, strange, remarkable’?

It is not unknown for Sufis to deal in things which cause
people to react in this manner, in order to allow the audience to
experience and to observe their own changes of mood and sensa-
tion, to realise that too many people have too many buttons to be
pressed in them, as it were.

There is no single answer to the question. Yet it is one of the
most widely misunderstood: because careless students have as-
sumed that Sufi teachings aimed at single individuals or groups,
or intended for short-term uses, are perennial injunctions, applic-
able under all circumstances. Much Sufi literature is no longer
applicable, since the mentality of the audience has changed over
the years.

Rumi speaks of the matter of so-called secress, when he says:
‘If you do not see the secrets of truth, laugh atus...

BREAD FOR THE HUNGRY

Secrets and strange places and remarkable books, too, ate often
the current coin of the language in which uninstructed people
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think about certain matsers. In order to coanect with these people
you may have to use their language at the outset. This does not
make it your language. You remember the saying: ‘To a hungry
man, “two and two” means “four loaves of bread”’? If you are
gpeaking to a hungry man, your first words might well be about
bread.

If you want a shorter answer to the inference that Sufis simply
want to titillate, here is an old proverb:

‘If you believe it, and think that you are eure of it, know that
you are in fact in need of improvement. Being sure and believing
are stages to be superseded on the Path to Certainty.’

Words like ‘sacret’, too, are technical terms among the Sufis.
A better rendition of ‘secret’ is often ‘innermost consciousness’.
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When to have Meetings

Q: People hear about something and immediately crave it, as
you have pointed out. Why does just any meeting with a teacher
or a source of knowledge not produce results for the student?

THE SPRING OF SWEET WATER

A: There is a Persian saying, from the classical Gulistan of
Saadi, to this effect:

Wherever a spring of sweet water may be~-
Men, birds and ants will circle around it.

Wherever there is a source of attraction, people will surround it,
in accordance with their nature. I say, ‘in accordance with their
nature’ because human beings resemble animals in being attracted
to the aspect of things which immediately attracts them. As with
animals, sometimes these things are suitable for them, sometimes
not.

Let me be more specific. You hear about a teaching and what
you hear attracts you. Or perhaps you want to find out more
about it. This means, to you, that you should with the least
delay make a contact with this teaching. The assumption here is
that you can benefit from a contact made at your convenience or
under circumstances dictated by you. This attitude is un-
promising, because it does not correspond with what coxld happen.

The only value of a teaching to you, and to the teaching itself,
is when you become attuned to it in the way, at the time and under
the circumstances which are best suited to a fruitful relationship
with that teaching. ‘Even a fish can cnly drink so much of the
sea.’

In this respect the teaching is more subtle than, say, leaming a
language. You can get a book, or recordings, or a tutor, and study
a language anywhere, at any time, whenever you can conveniently
do so. And yet, even with leamning a language, conditions must be
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right. You must be in a certain mental and physical state: not too
tired or too hungry, for instance. You must be in a comparatively
comfortable place, not standing in the open in a downpour of rain,
for example. You must have certain ecssentials: an electronic
machine, electricity, or to be able to read, preferably not be deaf
and so on. The ordinary man can grasp these needs in a leaming
situation which he organises for himself. He does not so readily
bother to think about them in respect to higher knowledge. Why
not?

Leaming how to leamm involves examining assumptions. Mulla
Nasrudin tales very often fulfil this function.

SHABISTARI ON ATTUNEMENT

Shabistari, in his Secret Garden, alludes to the problem of attune-
ment between teacher and learner, and between people and their ex-
periences, emphasising that the harmony must be right: ‘Illumina-
tion is sometimes of grandeur and sometimes of beauty [its]
perfection is between the two.’

People crave things, you say, and you are right. But if the thing
which they crave, in this case Sufi knowledge, is qualitative and
not quantitative, an adjustment to quality must take place before
learning can mke place.

Consider the fact that Sufi teachers give subjects and other
materials to students to study so that a result may be seen when
it can wmke place, and not just by an arbitrary 2.30 pm the follow-
ing afternoon. People who are victims of the belief that learning
takes place mechanically or by instant illumination cannot profit
from this, because they reject a whole range of the inseraction
between the seacher and themselves,

Any meeting with a teacher can produce results, but it is the
student who will inhibit these results, because of the shallowness of
his expectations. We have published numerous wales which illus-
trate this point on learning howto learn.

Q: Is this why you seem to discourage people from coming long
dissances to see you, while they continue to arrive from the ends
of the earth from Japan, Argentina, India, Canada, Samoa... ?
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A: T do not discourage all such people. But there is a pattern,
and I am glad to be able to share it with you, since it is one which
lies at the very root of our studies. When I was a young disciple,
I had exactly the same question, and was in just the same sort of
positon as you. My teacher used to get letters and visits from
people from all over the world. I asked him why he discouraged
people who made (or were prepared to make) long and sometimes
difficult journeys. What he told me I have found to be true, and
even, if that is possible, doubly true. It was this:

ATTITUDES OF DISCIPLES

People tend to think first and mostly of themselves. This can
mean that when they hear of our work, they passionately desire
to take part in it, to learn more, to benefit themselves personally.
When they do this it always means that they are feeding their own
selfishoess, and have become fixated on personal advantage.

On the other hand, when people come into contact with our
ideas and spread them to others in the right kind of way (that is,
not cultishly or by setting themselves up as teachers) they are
sharing as well as taking something in.

Such people never clamour first of all to be received, seen,
taught, and so on. They cultivate a group of people, spread this
knowledge as best they can, and then they ask whether they should
come or whether someone might visit them. They are, in fact, in a
condition to learn and to serve as well as to be served. This eswab-
lishes the continuum of serving and being served.

Others, on the other hand, spend large amounts of money to
travel, collecng it sometimes from others, and think only of
themselves, even if they do not realise it. If they do not see this
behaviour in themselves it is for us to point it out to them, so that
they can profit from so doing, and leam to readjust their
greed by establishing the serve and be served continuum. This is
what my teacher taught me. He used to say: ‘Many people think I
am only testing them when I send them messages to this effact or if
I do not answer them, giving them an opportunity to change their
approach from “Give me” to “What can I do?” but you will see,
in this very place, how the people who come here under such
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conditions turn out to be unteachable, mere metaphysical tourists.’
He was completely right. So, by refusing to teach, he gave them
an opportunity of learning this behaviour of their own through self-
observation. Some of them, although only a minority, actually
learned this. Of course, we have been able to cut down very much
on this difficulty by publishing anecdotes where it has been shown
by classical and other teachers how anxiety to learn is sometimes
a mask for self-interest. This has enabled quite large numbers of
people to adopt a correct posture towards the Teaching.

Leaming how to learn is well illustrated by this kind of ap-
proach, and this does show how one and the same person can be
unable to profit from the Teaching while he or she insists on ex-
tending this greed side of the personality towards it, and how the
same person may be able to learn when applying the better and
more promising side towards it.

But do not forget that there are just as many who do not
know how to teach as there are who cannot, in their present state,
learn. There is even the circumstance that people who think that
they can teach, are unconcerned about the leaming side.

HOW A LANGUAGE WAS TAUGHT

Only the other day I found a delightful example of this mentality
when talkipg to a language teacher. He said: ‘I have a marvellous
system, all my own. I taught it to & man who enrolled as a private
pupil. I taught him absolutely perfectly.’

I said, in the usual rhetorical way people use in general con-
versations: ‘So he knows the language very well now, does he?’

‘Not a word,’ said the teacher. ‘I taught him perfectly, but Ae
just would not learn.
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The Ceilin g

Q: Can you give me an example, in parallel or parable werms,
of the area in which Sufi teaching operates, and how it is done?

A: Our teaching speaks of, and exists partly in, ‘another world’,
a ‘higher realm’, a ‘different dimension’.

Here is a parallel of what this means, in one significant way, and
what the object of the Teaching is.

THE UNKNOWN CEILING

Suppose we have a house with walls, ceilings, floors, and we are
inside that house. Let us say that through long-established custom,
people can touch and deal with only the floors and walls. If
someone were to walk in and say: ‘Look at the ceiling,” the
people would be incapable of doing so-rather like a child which
often cannot see something, certainly cannot observe it, unless it
has been demonstrated to it.

Suppose, further, that the custom of generations was to hang
things on walls and not to have anything on the ceilings. Objects
on the ceilings might then be ‘invisible’ to the people at large.

So it is with our seaching. We frequently and abundantly assert
that people do not think things through, that they make assump-
tions (such as ‘there is no ceiling’) which they do not attempt to
verify. But, like the intelligent man who would be trying to point
out the existence of the ceilings, we do more than constantly draw
attention back to the theoretical postulate (‘there may be ceilings’).

We provide, in instructional coucses, meetings, contact with
teachers, observation materials, exercises, call them what you like,
the practical means to establish and maintain for the community
which is being addressed the experience of the emistence of
‘ceilings’,
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WHERE TO FIND TRUTH

Careful preparation is necessary before people can pexceive some-
thing which is there all the time. Saadi of Shiraz rightly referred
to this in poetic terms when he said: ‘The Adept sees that same
thing in a camel/as in the beautiful ones of Chins or Chagil.’

Again, by the application of a certain concentration capacity,
eome people induce others to exc=malise their inner thoughts, as a
teaching method. These thoughts betray the character and opera-
tion of the secondary sclf, the false personality which, although
enabling people to handle many of the circumsmnces of life, has
as its objective the maintenance of itself: and not the progress of
the individual beyond quite narrow and shallow limits.

WORKING ON THE ‘COMMANDING SELF’

This Commanding Self (in Sufi classical liserature styled the
Nafs-i-Ammara), is manifestad by reactions, hopes and fears and
various opinions and preoccupations.

By bringing its operation into view, its limitations, distortions
and peculiarities can be observed, both by the individual himself
and by observers. This ‘self is actually largely what most people
imagine to be their own personalitics, their own and only selves;
and it is interposed betwesn objective reality and the real self, the
essence, of the individual, whose resalisation is the purpose of Sufi
study.

Somctimes the manifesmtion of this self is characterised by
ideas or behaviour attributed to other people, as can happen in a
dream. Ope modern technician with knowledge of such things has
remarised: ‘It is as if the mental computer has been induced
electronically to repeat a part of its programmlag .. ."

The ceverse effect s also possible, when the Teacher [Murshid]
imparts to the mind of the disciple [Murld] concepts which can
reach the essence and which therefore cannot be conveyed by the
ordinary methods employed in communicating with the conven-
tiona! self.



THE PRECIOUS PEARL

People have tried to cultivase this capacity for purposes of per-
sonal ambition and, since this is indeed partially possible, its
methodology is carefully protected.

Such works as Ibn Arabi’s Durrat al-Fakhira, ‘Precious Pearl’
give numerous instances both of this mechanism and of how it
tends to be independent of what people customarily regard as
systematic operation. It can, for example, arise unbidden. It works
in people whom one would not immediately suspect of possessing
it-because of our usual assumptions about any such capacity. It
may not operate at all. Sometimes it is willed, sometimes not. On
occasions it functions whether the faculty is being used for ‘good’
(socially acceptable) purposes or not. Traditionally, it can also work
for what seem to be trivial purposes, as has been noted with similar
extrasensory activity in more recent Western studies. These facts
can make it all the more intecesting, since such characteristics are
not in accord with the usual folkloric beliefs about such matters
and tend to lack inherent relationships with occultism, more
directly resembling more modern communications phenomena,
though in a very refined form.

UNDERSTANDING WITH THE HEART

‘The Sufis,’ runs the saying, ‘understand with theit hearts what the
most learned scholars cannot understand with their minds.’

The results of the encounter with the Sufi may or may not be
at the time or place desired by the learner. They may or may not
follow immediately. Other things may have to happen before the
full benefit of the meeting can be perceived.

One of the more obvious factors at work in such relationships
is pointed out in the tale in my book The Dermis Probe, entitled
‘Pomegranates’.

WORK AND WORK

Q: Why do Sufis expect people to do physical and mental
work; why do they so often have establishments which have to be
kept going by lebour?
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A: I first came across this question in myself, when I was living
in a Sufi settlement where everyone had to work. There were so
many important and influential-and moneyed~ people who
visived the place that I used to wonder why our Teacher did not
‘professionalise’ things, and employ gardeners and so on, rather
than having so many people doing things that some of them were
manifestly not accustomed to doing.

I asked him one evening when he called for questions: ‘There
are people constantly offering large sums of money to us. Would it
not give more opportunities for study if we used this money to
run the establishment?’

DEVELOPING ONE’S OWN UNDERSTANDING

As is the custom among Sufis, he told me to go away and find
the answers myself, and then to come back when I had them, to
see whether I was only asking frivolous questions. So I spent three
or four weeks on the subject.

First I wrote down all the possible reasons I could think of,
then I wandered about looking at the way in which things were
being done, studying life tbrough life, untl I came up with the
answers. They were these, and by giving them to you I am doing
you no favour, since if you had worked them out yourself you
would have gained more. As it is, I will have to give you the
opportunity of leaming something equivalent by some other pro-
cedure:

Some people offer money as a substitute for action, and those
nced to learn that they can serve by greater humility. Hence
money is not taken from them, in their own interests. Others
may give or offer money and it may be accepted, but it is the
Teacher who decides how it shall be used, and studeats are not
able to suggest a study or organisational programme when they
are there to learn.

Again, having a working framework means that people can
learn all kinds of things which cannot be leamt in the ordinary
world, and which are vital to their ability to understand concepts
and experiences of an extradimensional nature. For instance, if
you want to get something done in ordinary texrestnial terms, you
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may have to have a hierarchical system. This, in tumn, may allow
people to exercise a latent desire for power which may not be
indicated in them. How are you to improve such people if you are
in fact encouraging that tendency? You have to work with whom
you have, and therefore the kind of organisation must afford
opportunities for exercising good characteristics and starving
negative ones.

This cannot be done in an atmosphere where matters are run on
the fuels (greed, hope, fear) which are essential to compel people
to act and keep acting in the outside world. If, again, you take
money from certain people, they (not you) may imagine inwardly
thet they have ‘bought’ something. This can encourage their desire
for preferment. It can also, on the contrary, cause the person to
feel that he or she is not pulling his weight and that he has just
purchased his passage, as it were. This is not good for anyone
either,

Further, there are always the people who offer money and when
you take it assume that you have used it for yourself. People
should not be placed in a position where their worst characteriswcs,
in this case suspicion, are exercised. It is one thing to create a
situation where people can observe their own undesirable charac-
teristics working, but it is quite another to produce one in which
they have this subconscious canker, perhaps not ever exteriorising
it.

That would make such a person worse, not betser. That is just
as bad as the implied moral blackmail where you appear like a
sant, in order to make them feel respect or that they are un-
worthy. Incidenaally, it is for the last-named reason that Sufis
refuse to exercise pressure on people by moral persuasion, which
accords with modem discoveries in psychology, though historically
we find that it was very little understood in most cultures. It still
remains the main source of hypocrisy.
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Conflicting Texts

Q: Some Suf texts seem to show that a person should be
disciplined and dedicated, others that he should be critical and
objective. How can these be reconciled?

ARE ALL LINES STRAIGHT?

A: In exactly the same way as, say, mathematics can be recon-
ciled if it is asked ‘One book says all right angles are ninety
degrees, but Einswin says that there is no such thing as a straight
line, all lines are curved, hence there are no right angles’. You are
mimng up two treatments of the same subject, treatments which
depead upon the area in which you are working or the degree of
advancement of the student, or both.

If the student is unable to adopt both disciplined and also
cnitical postures, both linear and holistic thinking, he will not
be able to perceive that which is to be perceived. Shabistari makes
this point when he teaches that people have to be flexible and to
find the path between extremes and opposises: ‘[The Seeker is]
always balanced between rejection and faith.’

USE AND ABUSE OF HABIT OF MIND

Habit of mind is at one and the same time one of the most useful
and most useless instruments in approaching problems. If you
choose the right approach, you may solve the problem. But if you
cannot choose it, and only obey it, you may not be using the best
habit for the purpose.

The habit which possesses preseat-day thinking is generally to
assume that a disciplined approach will solve all problems. This is
run a close second by its opposite: the beguiling but squally par-
tial belief that if discipline is lost, insights are gained. In the story
of the moth and the spider, entitled ‘Scientific Advance’ in my
The Magic Monastery, you can eee why neither approach when
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adopted as certain to provide a solution, will succeed in aress
where the mechanjca! mind or the incoherent one, dominate

The would-be Sufi needs guidance precisely because books,
texts, while telling you what is needed, do not cell you when, Think
of the proverb: “Words have to die if humans are to live.
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Self-Deception

Q: Can you mention something hurdful ?

A: Surely most people can do that.

To me, it is hurtful to have to deal with people whom you
would like to teach when - pretending to themselves that they
seek nowledge ~they only want a socizl community, friendship,
‘togetherness’, attention and the like.

All these things are delightful: and all the more delightful
when consciously indulged in, rather than found by means of
deception. Deception in this case is pretending to oneself that one
is studying when one is seeking stimuli.

Such people may have the capacity to leamn. But they overlay it
with shallow aums. They may have been trained to seek smaller
satisfactions and to give them grand names. They may, on the
other hand, simply be carrying on the demands of babyhood. Rumi
said: ‘When will you cease coveting nuts and raisins?’

The condition can be so well established that people are to all
intents and purposes unconscious of its presence.

UNDERMINING LOWER ASPIRATIONS

Sufis jolt people from this ‘sleep’. Such shocks are often experi-
enced as hurtful —until they take effect, when we are always
grateful that we have been allowed to encounter them. What is
in fact hurtful to humanity does not necessarily feel hurtful at the
time. Self-deception is the chief of these.

When something real is being studied, lower aims will tend to
vanish, and so will the hurtfulness of the effect of the lower pre-
occupation’s being assailed. As Sheikh Gazur-i-llahi says, in his
Irshadat, if the development by means of the Sufi Way is pro-
found enough, defects of thinkiog vanish, having nothing to sustain
them.

It is not a question of where you go, or whether you join a
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group. It is a question of whether you have been correctly pre-
pared to learn how to learn.

THE HOUSE AND THE LORD OF THE HOUSE

Bayazid Bistami emphasised the different ranges in perception of
Truth when he said that the first time he visited the Kaaba at
Mecca, he saw the Kaaba. The second time he saw the Lord of
the Kaaba. The third tme he saw neither of these, nmot the
Kaaba nor the Lord of the Kaaba.
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Journeys to the East

Q: Do you want us to go to the East, or to join Sufi groups?

A: I have said and written so much about Sufism and the
Sufis that some people imagine that I am trying to influence them
to join a cult or a religious grouping.

It is, in fact, not possible for me to mount such a campaign, as
I will now explain to you.

Hearing and reading what I have had to say about the Sufis has
caused hordes of the religious-minded to flow towards the often
grotesque versions of Sufism in the Fast. It has also, with equal
force, caused masses of the curious and greedy %0 flock around
the guru-ist cults of the West.

This leaves those who are uninformed, those who want to learn
more of what Sufism is, and those who are unconcerned.

This operation has been highly successful, but this part of it
has had no higher function for the majority than any other instru-
ment which sorts things — or people - out.

THE AIM AND THE DESTINATION

A mere journey to the Bast generally has the effect of the jingle:
‘Two men looked out from prison bars/One saw mud, the otber
stars.” What is the wayfarer like, quise apart from the road or the
destination? Sheikh Saadi reminds us: ‘I fear that you will not
reach Mecca, O Traveller, for you are on the road to Turkestanl]’

Take heart from the fact that this sendency to wander about
looking for knowledge, and to sct off for distant destinations (sup-
posedly for knowledge but in reality just to get moving) is a very
human tendency. There are plenty of examples of it and of its
consequences, in my Tales of the Dervishes, and how this charac-
teristic cropped up again and again in the lives of the classical
Sufis and their disciples.

So we have to assess who it is that i3 proposing to go to “The
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East’, when this person wants to go, with whom - if anyone-and
to where.

More people go to the East and find nothing than ever realise
any heart's desire, because they do not know how to structure
their enterprise,

CAN YOU WAIT 150 YEARS?

Have you heard how Mulla Nasrudin heard that some parrots
live to 150 years —and bought a young one to check whether this
would turn out to be true?

‘Joining Sufi groups’ is unlikely to be useful to people who
find groups that they have the option to ‘join’, without being ad-
mitted after assessment as to whether they could usefully join.

One would have to know about the ‘Sufi group’ before giving
an answer which implied that people are likely to encounter real
Sufi groups among the derivative ‘orders’ or ‘schools’ or ‘teachers’
which have set themselves up publicly . . .

VARIETY OF STATEMENTS

Whether studying in groups or travelling to the East, or whether
otherwise engaged, I note that mot many people scem to heed a
wide enough variety of Sufi statements.

One such which would repay deeper study before searching is
the advice of the illuminate Mumshad Dinwari: *

You leamn, he says, by association with a realised teacher. But
you can gain nothing from such a person if you bring a sease of
personal pride.

The widespread compulsion to do things for which one is not
fiteed, and also to assume that one’s choice of action is appropriate,
is seeq everywhere, in all epochs,

THE LEGLESS BURGLAR

In the contemporary world there is an excellent opportunity to see
this working in the human behaviour reported in the daily and

®Recorded in his Tadhhkirar al-Awliyya by Faridudin Actar,
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weekly Press. Take this almost random example. It shows be-
haviour which underlies such things as unthinking group-joining
or journeys to the East. Are they the product of spiritual aspira-
tions or of sheer non-thinking elevated into a virtue?

A cat-burglar, who climbed girders and houses to steal, and
who carried out at least forty-one thefts, was caught and brought
to court. Of course he was caught, in spite of his great skill:
because he happened to have no legs, having had them amputated
years before.*

$Daily Telegraph (London) 9 September 1977, p. 19, ool 3.
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What a Sufi Teacher Looks Like

Q: How should a teacher appear to the studeants, according to
the Sufis?

THE BRICK AND THE HOUSE

A: This question, like s0 many others which assume that they
can be usefully answered in a few words, reminds me of a story
about Mulla Nasrudin, Someone asked him what his house was
like, basically. In reply he brought this man a brick, saying: ‘It is
just a collecdon of these.” What the fool may do without realising
it is foolish, the wise man may have to do or say in order to
show how unthinking the question is.

How can you say what a teacher should look like? The most
one can do is to make a few remarks about it.

What is so perplexing to conditioned attitudes about the Sufis
is that, unlike teachers of other kinds, they refuse to stick to cne
kind of appearance. As an cxample, if you go to see a Sufi divioe,
he may not look, talk or act like a mystical master at all, This is
because he says either: “You can teach only by the method
indicated for each pupil, and you may have to teach by what
seems to him unlikely’; or else bacause he says: “There is a time
and a place and certain company. According to these, we will
teach, When it is a time to be serious, we will be serious. When it
is a time to work through what looks like ordinary things, we
have to do so.’

So importsnt is this lesson that it can be said to go before all
others: in the sense that failure to ¥now this can prevent you
from leaming more ~and can leave you ateached to the exrernals
of hypocrites. This includes, of course, unconscious hypocrites.

If the Sufis are right in their claim that time affects behaviour,
and that personal appearence should change (and even tempera-
ment) then obviously all the people who cultivate a reverend
appearance, and all those who acquire it, mistaking this for
spirituality, are wrong.
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It is this unspoken contradiction which makes it almost im-
possible for people who want continuity and easily identifiable
seaching figures, to accept the change in drcumstances and atti-
tudes which the Sufi Way demands,

These people, of course, will not have thought it out like this.
All they know is that ‘A holy man must seem holy to me’; or ‘If
he always behaves in the same manner, or always exhorts me to the
same things, I believe that he may be right’,

The other problem is that the observer is confusing, as he is
bound to confuse without having understood, continuity and con-
sistency with reliability or truth. Because butter always tastes the
same when it looks the same, he expects a similar ‘reliability’ in
his spiritual teacher. He is, of course, sclf-deceived in this as-
sumption.

The genesis of the attitude adopted by the people of extemals
is that their inward drive is for finding tidiness, order. This is not
a spiritual activity, it is perhaps, rather, a therapeutic one. Order
is essential for disordered people. Looking for it as a major factor
in ‘esoteric’ directions is the mistake.

In trying to make what - for them —is order out of what they
imagine to be the disorder of Sufi tradition, they have to over-
simplify. They ignore parts of the teaching and succeed only in
creating an imitation of Sufism.

Because so many people desire order so strongly, you will find
more imitations than reality. One cannot blame anyone for this.
But pointing out facts can help.

WHAT A TEACHER SHOULD BR
Ibn Arabi's dictum on this matter has not been bettered:

‘People think that a teacher should display miracles and mani-
fest illumination. But the requirement in a teacher is that he
should possess all that the disciple aeeds.’

BEYOND APPEARANCES

In order %0 possess what a disciple needs, the Teacher must be
one who has gone beyond appearances and has realised his inner-
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most seclf, after transcending the barricrs imposed by attach-
ment to secondary factors. He really exists and is aware of this
existence. As Ibn Arabi says: ‘Absolute existence is the source of
all existence’,

Hallaj put it in this way, indicating the peculiarity of che
realised individual :

‘I am the Real, for I have not ceased to be real - through the
Real’

Sufi teachers who have reached stages where strange things
happen in their vicinity, generally called miracles and wonders,
due to actions other than any attempt to impress, have to try to
compensate for this. Otherwise people are attracted to them or to
the Sufis in general because of a craving for wonders.

THE ONION SHOP

One example of this is when the great woman Sufi Rabia had no
vegetables in the house, and mentioned it. Suddenly a string of
onions fell from the sky, it seemed, and people cried out that this
was a proof of divine blessiag.

Converssions through miracles, Rabia ccalised, are only emo-
tional happenings and have no essential spiritual reality. So she
said, in a famous phrase:

‘A miracle, you say? What, does my Lord therefore keep an
onion shop?’
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Books and Beyond Books
PATNTNTNT AT AT NI AT AN IS IS NI S Ao 8 o o

Q: What is the compatbility, if any, of the Sufi book and the
Sufi teaching beyond books?

A: Many people say that they cannot learn from books.

INSTRUMENTAL FUNCTION

Of course they cannot: because they have first to leamn that,
correctly guided, they can leam from books, or from grass-
hoppers, or from anything.

A book, for the Sufis, is an insrument as much as it is some-
thing to give information.

Information and action are both necessary.

The key is the teacher.

If he says: ‘Read this book’ then you should read it.

If your answer is: ‘I cannot learn from books’, then you are in
fact cefusing his teaching.

If you refuse sesching, do not be surprised if you do not leam
anything.

You may be one of those whose problem is that you do not
want to leamn, and your saying ‘I want to leam’ is a protection
against ever learning: an incantation, in fact.

No real teacher will mistake a man or woman who merely says:
‘I want to learn’ for one who undoubtedly wants to leam.

That is why so many people have to go through swages which
will show them that their condition (while they claimed that they
wanted to learn and could not find the materials) was an un-
suiteble basis for learning,

REALITY AND POTENTIALITY

Man has to come to understand how to see himself as he really is,
go that he can achieve something in the area which he calls ‘what
he might be’.
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Again, it is the teacher who knows what is indicated: whether
his student has to develop through linear or other modes. As
Khaja Khan says, traditionally, direct teaching beyond books, the
myseery of unification, was taught to the spiritual elite, while the
linear Holy Law (the Islamic Skariyya) was given to the ordinary
people. In this way the limised could rise via discipline, the
Shariyya, and the elite were able to descend to the Law by means
of the Truth of immediate perception.

According to the Sufis, there is only one Essence, Reslity
(Hagq == Truth). Derived from this is appearance, Form, referred
to by Ibn al-Arabi, in his Fusus al-Hikam, and others, as Kkalg,
that which is created, secondary. To mistake the secondary for the
primary is usual and humanity has to learn how to avoid this.
But living in a secondary realm, ‘the world’, humanity must leam
the value and limitatdons of the secondary, of phenomena. The
limitations include the fact that such derivatives cannot help one
beyond a certain stage with anything. The value is the occasions
and circumstances in which such things can be of help, and the
kind of use they can be.

VALUE OF THE RELATIVE

“The Relative is the Channe] to the Absolute’ (Al-majazu qantarat
al-Haqgiqa) encapsulates this statement. The Sufi’s experience in~
forms him in relation to knowing how to deal with the secondary
factors, and hence enables him to teach.

The Sufi teaching through books, or through the use of scholas-
tic methods applied to indicate their absurdity or limitations,
was demonstrated one day by Shaqiq of Balkh when Haroun al-
Rashid visited him seeking wisdom.

THE VALUE OF A KINGDOM

The Caliph, in all his magnificence, was in need of a lesson in
the relative nature of power and possessions. ‘Ask a favour of me’,
he said.

Shaqiq asked him whether he would give one-half of his realm
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to someone who would give him a drink of water, if he were
dying of thirst in a desert.

Haroun said that he would.

And, continued the Sufi, would he give the other half to some-
one who enabled him to pass that water, if he had become unable
to do so?

Haroun said that he would.

Now Shaqiq asked the Caliph to reflect why he valued his
kingdom so highly, when it was something which could be given
away in return for a dnick of water, which itself does not stay with
ome.

People assume, like the Caliph, that they have something of
value and that by giving some of it away they can gain something
of even greater value. They tend, too, to offer not what they have
to get rid of, but something which they can give because they want
to.

Therein lies the genesis of trade, and a desirable thing it is,
too — if confined to trade. Therein, too, lies the desire to prescribe
one's own studies, one’s own path: ‘Ask a favour of me’, as the
Caliph put it.

But, as the Sufis never tire of saying, the Path has its own
requirements, and the things which people want to do are likely to
be those which will help them to continue in the way in which they
are already set, rather than in a direction which will break through
their limitations.

Because Sufi affairs do not seem to resemble the kind of
organisation of studies familiar to most people, they imagine that
they have to be carried out in a completely incoherent manner. It
is worth listening to what Aftab-ud-Din Ahmad has to say about
this, in his Introduction to a version of Gileni's Futuh al-Ghatb:

SUFISM AS A SCIENCE

*The word “mysticism” [employed in Bnglish for Sufism] has an
elusive atmosphere about it, whereas tasawwmnd [Sufism] is a
regular science with its set laws and a full scheme in demwil. It is
based on palpable experiences which can be reproduced, like in
any other science, under set circumstances. Every pilgrim has o
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pass through the same stages in his spiritual journey and these
stages are readily recognisable by their detailed descriptions given
unanimously by all masters. The landmarks and pidfalls are des-
cribed in equally exhaustive particulars. Just as in any other
course of study, there are methods in it to test the progress of the
disciple and his merit. As in any other branch of knowledge, there
are geniuses in this branch of study who create a str in the
world .. .*

GARBLED MESSAGE

Books and other methods of mass-communication are used selec-
tively by Sufi teachers. And there are cases where the message is
garbled, so that they do not use certain versions of them at all.
Some tanslations, for instance, contain ludicrous errors, even
when made by experts. This sort of garbling can happen with
anything, and only a human guide can put things to righs.

THE NEWS-STORY

The British Broadcasting Corporation, within hours of the death
of King Faisal of Saudi Arabia, put out a recording of a highly
emotional account of the assassination taken from the Saudi
network. This, you would imagine, must be something on which
one could rely. But there was only one problem about the BBC’s
version: it was in fact the final minute of the Czech language
commentary on the Ali-Wepner fight in Cleveland, Ohio. Reading
some ‘Sufi’ materials, they sound the same...

*Aftab-ud.Din Ahmead: Putuh al-Ghaid, Lahore: Ashraf 1949, P. ir.
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Saintliness

BinSiaSis Sin s miallinin SiaBis SiaSiaSieSis S e Ris SieSiadia SIS Ie S o )

Q: Can you say something about saintliness and Sufi teachers?

A: The people who are. most anxious about finding, following,
refuting or dealing in some way with Sufi teachers tend to be
those least able to identify or locate them.

This is because the searchers are usually looking for obses-
sionals: people who cannot help behaving in a way which an-
nounces, twenty-four hours a day, ‘I am a spiritual man’.

Those who lead ordinary lives, or who lack the trappings, are
invisible to the anxious.

But the ceverse of this opinion is more likely to be the case.
Those who signal by manner, impedimenta and otherwise that
they are to be regarded as authorities are in fact usually the
superficiali’sts.

The ‘saintly’ appearance is one of three things, in all branches
of esoteric activity, Sufism included:

1. Imitation by superfidalists.

2. Adopted by indoctrination or obsession.

3. Affected as a semporary or superficial measu