


It is a tale of a stranger and it requires a stranger to listen and to be
able to hear the tale of a stranger.

Mawlana Rumi

Know, O beloved, that man was not created in jest or at random, but
marvelously made and for some great end, although he is not from
everlasting, yet he lives forever; and though his body is mean and
earthly, yet his spirit is lofty and divine. When in the crucible of
abstinence he is purged from carnal passions he attains to the highest,
and in place of being a slave to lust and anger becomes endued with
angelic qualities. Attaining that state, he finds his heaven in the
contemplation of Eternal Beauty, and no longer in fleshly delights.
The spiritual alchemy which operates this change in him, like that
which transmutes base metals into gold, is not easily discovered, nor
to be found in the house of every old woman.

Now the treasures of God, in which this alchemy is to be sought, are
the hearts of the prophets, and he who seeks it elsewhere will be
disappointed and bankrupt on the day of judgment when he hears the
word, ‘We have lifted the veil from off thee, and thy sight today is
keen.’

God has sent on Earth a hundred and twenty-four thousand prophets to
teach men the prescription of this alchemy, and how to purify their
hearts from baser qualities in the crucible of abstinence. This alchemy
may be briefly described as turning away from the world to God, and
it's constituents are four: (1) The knowledge of self, (2) The
knowledge of God, (3) The knowledge of this world as it really is, and
(4) The knowledge of the next world as it really is.

Al Ghazali



Writing which men carve into stone
to last for centuries

is for Allah like
writing on the water.

A VERSE FROM MY SHAIKH



THE NEEDLE

The first time that I was ever alone with the Shaikh was on a
Sunday afternoon. It was a bright and sunny autumn day in the fasting
month of Ramadan. We had just met a few days before, and all the
excitement and newness of my relationship with him had kept me
flying high. He had instructed me to meet him by a certain clock in a
small shopping plaza at noon. Having had several unexpected delays, I
arrived a few minutes late. There was no one at or near the clock.

‘Well, you blew it,’ I thought to myself. ‘You should have
arrived here sooner - why didn’t you take another route? Who are you
to keep him waiting?’ I was full of doubt and I didn’t know what to
do.

After waiting for about ten minutes, I decided that I would try
to reach him by phone. I didn't have his number so I had to call
someone else and ask. Somehow, much to my surprise, I got the
number and place the call. After several rings, he answered and in a
very soft, calm voice he gave me the greetings of peace. He had hardly
spoken when a man approached me at the phone booth where I stood.
He had come up suddenly. Startled, I looked into his face. I recognised
him right away as being someone sent by the Shaikh. His face was
familiar and later I remembered that this man had been with the
Shaikh on the night when I met him.

The man wore the pointed woollen hat of a dervish. His face
was deeply warm, yet serious and very kind. The moment was a
strange one for I stood in it juxtaposed between the face of the dervish
and the voice of the Shaikh - at my ear on the phone.

‘I’m here to take you to the Shaikh,’ said the dervish. ‘We can
walk from here.’

As I stood there returning the Shaikh’s greeting in a
phone-call I had made in much haste and doubting, I received my first
teaching on the kind of interaction one has with a Shaikh. He was



close when I thought that I was completely cut off. I later discovered
that he could, in fact, see me quite easily when I arrived at the clock
because the clock was in a clear line of vision from his apartment
window.

As I turned to leave the phone-booth with the dervish, I
noticed another man who was standing nearby collecting money for
the needy. He had approached me earlier as I was rushing to the
phone-booth. I knew that I could not ignore him as I left. I gave him
some coins and said, ‘God bless you.’ The kindly dervish also
searched his pockets and gave. The man smiled on us both and we
walked away. I often wondered who that man could have been who
stood asking for alms. Somehow he seemed a real part of the
unfolding of events. Whenever I remember that day when I was first
with the Shaikh, I remember the begging man. Even though he
symbolised more than I possible could have realised at the time, I later
gained some insight on reading the tradition of the Prophet
Muhammad, peace be on him, in which he is reported to have said: ‘O
God, grant me life as a poor man, cause me to die as a poor man, and
resurrect me in the company of the poor.’ The begging man was a
clear sign for me, the seeker who almost passed him by. He was a
symbol of a first step in search of the True and Ultimate Wealth which
comes only to the poor.

“No one who recognizes poverty as better than money is a
moneyed man, though he be a king; and a man who does not believe in
poverty is a moneyed man however poor he is.”

(from a Dervish autobiography)

In a few minutes we arrived at the apartment of the Shaikh. I was quite
surprised to find that it was not located at the top of a mountain, nor in
the depths of some secluded cave. It was a simple and as practical as
the home of any other person. There were windows, plants, a black
and white television, a simple carpet, sofa, a refrigerator, and a
fragrant atmosphere of simplicity, calmness, and warm refuge for the



spirit. He greeted us with peace as we entered the room and took seats
on the floor among a small circle of disciples who were there. He was
just concluding a discourse and the disciples were pondering a
question he had given them by way of metaphor, related to the Unity
of the Creator and His relationship with His creation. He propounded
the question to me and I gave a simple answer which seemed to have
been sitting on my heart for days before, waiting for the question.
‘Alhamdulillah (Praise be to God)’, he said. ‘How is it that you have
answered the question which none of my murids (disciples) could
answer?’

I truly did not know. To me it only seemed that God was
matching my inward longing with an outward experience which
validated my hopes. In this instance He simply gave me the answer to
draw me closer to His Path. He moved my limbs toward my Shaikh
who was so near, and so conspicuous - yet I would never have found
him, were it not for the guidance of God.

the discourse ended and I met the others who were present.
We all left the apartment together. Outside the Shaikh gave farewell
greetings of peace to the other disciples and he and I went to the car.
We drove to the home of the Muslim man who was the host for a
meeting which involved members of the community at large and the
Shaikh in his capacity as Imam, or religious leader. Being with him
that day showed me how he dealt with the more outer-directed
activities of Islamic living and also with the mundane administration
of activity in the world. He was gracious in his demeanour, strong in
his emphasis of the Prophet’s behaviour (Sunnah) and the pattern of
God’s law (Shari’ah). Moreover, he was brief, effective, and to the
point. He did not ever waste time or words when dealing with the
public. At the same time he was unfathomably patient and always
willing to address concerns and questions. I also got my first lesson in
how one serves him through the management of his minor concerns.
During the meeting I kept the time for him and notified the host when
it was time for him to leave.



That day I also enjoyed his personal company as we rode to
and from the meeting. I asked him what we were to do together in life.
I knew that I was destined to meet him and he knew that I was
coming. He told me what I cannot say, but from the beginning I knew
what I was to do as his disciple (murid). Still I must say that the
knowing and doing and the knowing and being are often miles apart.
Al Ghazali made the point quite clear by saying that the information
about the wine and having the taste of it are two entirely different
experiences.

I drove the Shaikh back to his apartment and we sat for a
moment in the car as he finished some thoughts. He took my beard in
his hand and said a silent prayer. He got out of the car and bowed to
look inside my window.

He bid me farewell with the wish of God's peace, then turned
to walk away. It seemed that it was a very long time before I saw him
again. A few weeks seemed like months.
The days of Ramadan passed slowly and later I received news that the
Shaikh had gone into Itikaf, a period of retreat for contemplation and
prayer during the last ten days of fasting. During this time an
incredible yearning overtook me and I really longed to see him. The
longing was more than missing the Shaikh and the feeling itself was
teaching me about the longing for my true Lord, God the Most
Exalted.

It was during this time that I wrote a letter to the Shaikh in
which I told him how I felt. Really, the letter was more for myself than
for him, but writing it really helped me to crystallise where I was with
myself as well as with my feelings. Early after I met him, he had
invited me to make a journey with him and some dervishes to another
city. I wanted very much to go, but for whatever reason there were,
Allah cause my circumstances to be such that I could not go. Not
being able to make this trip generated another collection of feelings
which I muddled through during the time I was out of touch with him.
Finally, towards the last few days of Ramadan, I received a postcard



from him. He sent greetings for the Eid-ul Fitr holidays, which
followed the month of fasting, in response to my letter. Shortly after
that I saw him again on the day of Eid where he delivered a talk
(khutba) before the community at large. It was truly good to see him.
He was full of light and his talk was vibrant and intensely
thought-provoking. He talked about the temporariness of life, and
about the reality and imminence of the Akhirat, the life hereafter. His
talks were always colourful, full of examples, stories and metaphor.


