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                                                I Am Not a Sufi 
                                                                                               By George Samuel    
 
 
     I am not a Sufi.  I may not know why this is.  But I am much consoled by 
certain passages in Idries Shah’s wonderful anthology The Way of the Sufi, such 
as (p. 295): 
 

Sufism is not preached, and it is even taught in some cases by 
example and guidance which may be unknown to the learner’s 
ordinary faculties.                                                                     

        Zalim Abdurrahman 
 
And so I may not know that I know, have received the teaching, but know 
nevertheless.  And yet I ought not to find this possibility consoling, for "from 
sorrow comes the perception of her," of Truth. (Ibn El-Arabi: Idries Shah, p. 86). 
Truth suffers for our sake, as is in the Gnostic myth of Sophia. "A learned man 
who has many friends may be a fraud, because if he were to tell them the truth, 
they would no longer be his friends."  (Sufian Thauri; p. 204 of The Way of the 
Sufi, from which all quotations in this essay are taken).  Truth hurts.  "The hearts 
of the wise" are in "pain" for those who do not know (Saadi of Shiraz; p. 92).  
Seemingly, truth can make us happy or sad: however harsh it may be, the 
alternatives are worse.  Thus in Ghazali’s version of the story about the three 
groups of ascetics Jesus, son of Mary, meets in the desert, the first two are in 
misery, because one fears Hell and the other desires Paradise: but the third 
group "looked like people who had endured much, but their faces shone with joy" 
because of "’The Spirit of Truth.  We have seen Reality, and this has made us 
oblivious of lesser goals.’” (pp. 58-59.) 
 
According to Ibn-Idries El-Shafai, "whoever gets some knowledge, however little, 
is happy" (245).  I can vouch for this personally, although I am not a Sufi.  Yet 
knowledge does not offer protection from misfortune.  Although (the Prophet’s 
adopted son) Ali has said "knowledge is better than wealth.  You have to look 
after wealth; knowledge looks after you" (248), it does not offer safety.  Safety "is 
only for a purpose"(Sheikh Shamsudin Siwasi, 289): it is the privilege only of 
"those who have service to perform" ("A Meeting with Khidr”; 177). This would I 
am quite certain not be me.  The Sufi martyrs Hallaj and Suhrawardi (50-51) 
demonstrated that knowledge is not safe.  Thus when Salik Hamzavi says that "a 
loving heart" is "safe" (241) the safety he is talking about is of no ordinary kind.  
Knowledge is actually hazardous: God, or the Real, says (according to Attar of 
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Nishapur) "Desire of Us is perilous” (74). Knowledge does not offer “Dominion” 
(Attar of Nishapur;92). To know is to be one’s "own fuel, consuming himself " 
(Attar, 78). Both the known and the knower, Sophia and her lover, are sacrifices 
to themselves.  Both are exiles, in a world not ready (136) for Truth.  Sufis in 
exile in this world are "of a lowly degree" (The Naqshbandi Order; 159).  This is 
why Sufis reject worldly authority (Saadi of Shiraz; 100).  The kings of this world 
could not supply the protection they falsely offer even if they were good kings by 
the standards of this world, and the Sufi owes them no allegiance (Saadi of 
Shiraz and Hakim Jami; 97, 103).  Thus Attar of Nishapur was also a kind of Sufi 
martyr, for he died refusing to accept the honours offered him by Jinghiz Khan 
(68).  A Sufi’s refusal to acknowledge rank means that for him a palace is only a 
caravanserai, a "place, where people come and go, staying and moving on" 
(“Group Recitals”; 260).  The impermanence of all things means that the present 
is only the "apparent pattern"; the real is the "coming pattern" (Hashim the Sidqi; 
291).  The "imagined truth, preconceptions, conditioning" blinds us to "what may 
happen to" us (Abu Said, 239). 
 
The impermanence of all things means that it is not enough to have the picture; it 
is also necessary to have the picture of the picture (Ibn El-Arabi; 85).  Yet 
interpretations are dangerous, forming as they always do contradictory pairs (Ibn 
El-Arabi; 89).  There can be as many as "seven layers" or levels "of truth" (The 
Naqshbandi Order; 165).  Each of the infinite levels of truth is appropriate to a 
seeker at a certain stage of development.  Idolatry is attachment to the vehicle of 
thought and missing the thought itself (Niffari, 205; “The Magic Horse”, 217; 
Pahlawan-i-Zaif, 250; Alauddin Attar, 261). The impermanence of things is the 
cause of contradictory truths, of levels of truth.  "Experience of extremes is the 
only way towards the proper working of the mean in study" (The Naqshbandi 
Order 164). The mean needs the extremes.  "Sufi schools are like waves which 
break upon rocks: from the same sea, in different forms, for the same purpose" 
(Ahmed El-Badawi; 293).  Sufi teachings are adaptable and change according to 
the time and place: always "local" and "in all places and at all times" (The 
Naqshbandi Order, 164). Diversity is superficial (Sayed Imam Ali Shah; 243).  
The inner self is beyond contraries: 

 
     We do not live in the East or West; we do not study in the North, 
nor do we teach in the South.  We are not found in this way, but we 
may be compelled to talk in this way. 

                      (The Naqshbandi Order; 165.)   
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"Inner experience is not a department of life, but life itself" (Insan-i-Kamil; 294). 
Both the ailment and the medicine are inner (Hazrat Ali; 244).  This puts in doubt 
the need, almost always insisted upon, of a teacher.  One sage guarantees that 
we will find our teacher and our study group if we are sincere (The Qalandar 
Bahadur Shah; 266).  This seems to give primacy to the inner teacher, which 
would make the outer teacher unnecessary: the outer teacher is wherever the 
inner teacher may find him.  "Each Perfected Man is in a sense the same as 
each other one" and "a disciple…correctly attuned through the energy of the 
School…can come into communication with all the Great Ones…, across time 
and space” (Bahaudin Naqshband; 170). “The following of the Dervish Path is 
pursuing a concealed Unity in spite of, and not by means of, the claims of 
diversity” (Sayed Imam Ali Shah; 243). This statement more noticeably than any 
other Sufi precept can be equally true reversed: the mean needs the extremes. 
 
 The outer teacher when there is one must find and identify the student’s 
inner teacher.  "No matter where the truth is in your case, your teacher can help 
you find it.  If he applies only one series of method to everyone, he is not a 
teacher, let alone yours" (The Naqshbandi Order; 165).  Indeed it is the teacher 
who finds and chooses the disciple, not the reverse.  The Sufi has no need to 
"capture lame horses" (anecdote about Bektash; 202), and often deliberately 
misleads the would-be student who is not ready for the teaching (The Suhrawardi 
Order; 153 – 4. The Naqshbandi Order; 158).  Or the teacher may warn the 
unprepared student that "there are words other than mine" and that they "are not 
meant for hearing with the physical ear" (The Naqshbandi Order; 167). In my 
experience what makes the inner ear not physical is that I am absolutely alone as 
an experiencing self: my body can be experienced by others but not my 
experience.  Thus the Sufi view of teaching can be put very fatalistically: 

 
You cannot avoid giving knowledge to one fitted for it.  You cannot 
give knowledge to the unfit; it is impossible.  You can, if you have it, 
and if he is capable, fit a man for receiving knowledge.       
                                                                     (Sayed Najmuddin; 290) 

 
Thus it is not entirely a joke to say that teaching (like knowledge) is dangerous: 
 

None learned the art of archery from me who did not make me, in 
the end, the target. 

                            (Saadi of Shiraz; 92) 
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For one of the teachings of the Sufi is that knowledge can cost one’s life: the Sufi 
who offers to give his life to save the Beduin’s honour is offering a teaching that 
perhaps few are ready for: that honour is worth more than life itself (a tale about 
an anonymous Sufi master; 187).  The same point is made by the Sufi who 
refuses to beg for his food because "The Prophet is reported to have said that if a 
sincere needy man asks, those who refuse to give him something will languish" 
(another anonymous master; 196).  The knowledge the Sufis speak of, that 
enables them to lay down their lives in witness, is that "generosity means doing 
justice without requiring justice" (Hujwiri, quoting Abu Hafs; 182). This level of 
freedom is the democracy of the superman and the apocalypse of anarchy. 
 
     The Sufi image of freedom is the recluse, who needs nothing and nobody: 
 

Give money to the scholars, so that they can study more.  Give 
nothing to the recluse, that they may remain recluses. 

                            (Saadi of Shiraz; 92) 
 
Yet there is also Sufi literature against reclusiveness (Sahl; 246).  The 
reclusiveness of the Sufi, which can take the extreme form of seeking the 
disapproval of society, is a seeking to be left in peace (Munaqib El-Arifin; 199).  
Sufis’ disregard for social values is also a part of their teaching against greed.  
Greed is the main barrier to learning; learning requires patience: "Only by 
continuous contact with a teaching does the pupil absorb, little by little, that which 
gradually accumulates into an understanding of truth" (The Naqshbandi Order; 
169).  This is because "Sufism is truth without form" (Ibn El-Jalali; 242). For that 
greedy haste to learn too easily is also the greedy desire of form.  The Sufi "must 
not contribute anything to himself" (Ibn El-Arabi; 89).  Knowledge is self-
development, which is self-knowledge, which is the recognition of a Self without 
form, the One, the sameness (as noted above) of all the Perfected human 
beings.  The most the Sufi can know is "I am" (Omar Khayyam; 67). Greed is the 
inner tyrant: freedom is the freedom from inner compulsion (Bishr son of Harith: 
196, 209).  Elsewhere this freedom is called "the training of the struggle of 
perseverance": perseverance for its own sake, freedom from the tyranny of the 
objective (Mohammed Shah, Murshid of Turkestan; 199). When the objective is 
in sight, it is time to leave the path (Hajwiri, 269).  Service of God is done for its 
own sake not God’s (Rabia el-Adawia, 180; Abdallah Ibn-Sa’ad, 208).  Thus the 
highest form of obedience is no action (Anisa Imtihani; 269). 
 
 The only true property – it cannot be "lost in a shipwreck" – is knowledge 
(El-Ghazali; 63).  Yet truth is never seen nor thought of, but exists only in the 
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process of being sought (Ibn El-Arabi; 86-7).  Being is a greater accomplishment 
than thinking (Rasul Shah, 205; Sarmoun Recital, 277).  Yet truth is higher than 
goodness (anecdote about the death of the martyr El-Hallaj; 190).  "Conduct 
alone does not demonstrate inner worth" (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 251).  That is: worthy 
knowledge does not always produce worthy conduct.  The value of knowledge is 
not that it promotes good conduct.  Knowledge is valuable for its own sake alone: 
thus for example disappointment in life is the wrong motive for learning (Sheikh 
Rewgari; 170).  Knowledge is not comfort, solace, satisfaction, or compensation.  
Sometimes the only knowledge is that one does not know, and then it must be 
called "submission", yet this submission is not good conduct, but knowledge: as 
the blind sage Sa’ad son of Wakas said, "Submission to the Will of God is far 
better than the personal pleasure of being able to see" (quoted by Abdallah Ibn-
Sa’ad; 209).   Good conduct is no more worthy than the behaviour of a trained 
dog (Osman El-Hiri; 185-6).  Generosity “has become an idol and a curse" 
(anonymous Sufi; 189).  "Ascetism can be a weakness, the fulfillment of a desire, 
and due to lack of real fortitude" (Hasan of Basra; 273).  Religion abandoning its 
mandate as guardian of the light degenerates to worship of the idol of good 
conduct.  Spirituality is knowledge not religion (Zahid of the Naqshbandi Order; 
165-6).  Degenerate religion, orthodoxy, attempts to reduce the Real to the 
worldly: "I…am surprised that anyone who knows God can worship him and not 
lose his senses, rendering his ritual prayer invalid" (Bayad Bistami; 180).  The 
Sufi is a recluse in the sense that he or she chooses knowledge not worldly 
orthodoxy.  Thus Sufis seem good to the good and evil to the evil (Mirza Khan; 
241). Indeed whenever a Sufi is either reviled or revered he or she is being 
misunderstood (Maruf Karkhi; 197).  Sufi teachings should "not appear to be 
‘esoteric’" (“The Study of Sufism in the West”, Idries Shah; 37); they should 
appear to be "the most ordinary of things in this life" (The Naqshbandi Order; 
156).  This is because to know is to experience an anamnesis, to remember what 
was lost in the Fall into ignorance and illusion.  Only those who can remember 
that they know, may know, "keep and not lose" knowledge (El-Ghazali; 62).  
Remembering what is familiar must destroy any sense of the "esoteric". 
 
 Yet what we remember is in no way "ordinary" (Arif Yahya, 263; Mirza 
Asim, 264).  The ordinary world is the world of Fall: "Everything is dependent 
upon remembering.  One does not begin by learning, one starts by 
remembrance.  The distance of eternal existence and the difficulties of life cause 
one to forget" (Sheikh Ismail Hakki; 267).  The world from which we have fallen is 
this "eternal existence", but to remember it is to begin to return.  The Sufi lives in 
another world than our own (Salik; 296; Qalandar Puri; 299).  The reference 
seems to be in part to the Koran, 1.1: "Praise be to Allah, Lord of the Worlds.” 
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“Our science is not of the world, it is of the worlds”: (Faghnavi of the Naqshbandi 
Order; 164).  The worlds are beyond time and place (Aminki of the Naqshbandi 
Order; 166).  Yet the person of knowledge sees "’a world’ and ‘worlds’ as one" 
(Sayed Ahmad Hatif; 268).  Separating them prepares the visionary to unite 
them.  Academics imitate, Sufis distinguish (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 252); making 
distinctions is the necessary first step to Oneness.  But the worldly dogma of 
good and evil is false distinction, it is imitation, conformity to external things.  
Those who know not only are not attracted to this world but also neither desire 
paradise nor fear hell (Attar of Nishapur; 74).  Indeed the sardonic Sufi sense of 
humor maintains that not only does the fear of hell deserve hell but the desire of 
paradise does not deserve paradise (Rabia; 239). 
 
 Teaching and learning are by analogy only.  So great is the difference 
between one person and another, the distance between the inner and the outer 
person, that rote or imitative learning is guaranteed to produce no results (Ibn El-
Arabi; 88).  It is this same remote depth of the inner person also that makes truth 
painful – not just some truths but all truth; it is a test of the "coin of our innermost 
being" (Jalaludin Rumi; 113), because we are alone and personally responsible.  
"You cannot judge by annoyance” (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 254): the pain that the truth 
causes is the basic condition of being, so not informative in particular.  "[The] 
higher objective is when there is neither bribe nor stick" (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 255).  
The pupil should avoid feeling either "attraction or hostility" to the teacher 
(Mustafa Qalibi of Antioch; 292).  Love is not attraction (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 252). 
The Beloved rejects the use of “I” by the Lover; accepts only “Thou” (Rumi, 208; 
Saadi; 211).  Repentance is the renunciation of an attraction (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 
254).  It is because we are alone then that the teacher is needed, to tell us 
"nobody is alone" (The Suhrawardi Order; 152).  Our lone condition is what we 
share.  Work is impossible alone (Sahl, 246; Simak, 261).  But "congregating is 
dangerous" and may produce "mere associations", and "many adepts teach 
without being known and many known [ones’] disciples…remain unknown" (Abd-
El-Majid Tanti; 299).  A teacher is needed to protect the student from idolatry, 
from "mistaking the vehicle for the content" (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 250), but the 
protection may not be effective (Niffari; 205). 
 
 The teaching from which we actually learn must be utterly unlike anything 
we already know, or we will not be learning; "cherished notions about…teaching 
and learning" prevent them from happening (The Naqshbandi Order; 163).  We 
need "a live teacher", to show us "that for which we long, though we do not know 
it" (Haji Bahaudin, Dervish of Bokhara; 284).  Only the live encounter is intense 
enough to combine the absolute surprise with the recovery of lost memory.  Yet, 
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since the recovery of lost memory is a return to what before the Fall was entirely 
ordinary, intensity is not the point: to know is to learn without being moved in any 
way, so that "the mind and body manifest nothing at all" (Sahl Abdullah; 200).  
The teacher is the help we need in making contact with the inner self:  with the 
inner meaning of the symbol, which addresses only the inner self; but before we 
can make use of the teacher's help, we must be committed to the search for 
truth, or we will benefit only the outer self, of selfishness (Khwaja Pulad of Erivan; 
286).  Inner teacher must support outer teacher.  We must not "try to pursue what 
is, at the wrong stage, illusion" nor be "attract[ed] strongly though incorrectly” 
(Sayed Imam Ali Shah; 243-4).  Clearly then very much responsibility must be 
borne by the inner teacher.  And yet the outer teacher belongs so much to 
another world that the benefits of the teaching, although real, are unknown to the 
student, at least until afterwards, and the student must cease as soon as 
possible to do and think what the teacher has told him to do and think, which is 
"yesterday's materials which have already been used" (Mirza Abdul-Hadi Khan of 
Bokhara; 287-8). 
 
 Knowledge then is the commitment to knowledge and to nothing else.  
“‘Choosing’ (istifa) is the emptying of the heart of all things other than the search 
for completion” (Hujwiri; 262).  One heart cannot love two (Fudail the 
Highwayman; 187).  Thus truth is in the hearts of the faithful (Rumi, quoting the 
Prophet; 117).  But the love of truth is not just being in love with the idea of 
truthfulness: "More harm is done by fools through foolishness than is done by 
evildoers through wickedness" (The Prophet; 273).  "You cannot destroy us if you 
are against us.  But you can make things difficult for us even if you think you are 
helping" (The Naqshbandi Order; Badauni; 166).  Yet despite the danger of fools 
to themselves and others, "the door has never been shut" (Rabia; 240).  There 
are fools and there are fools.  The wise fools are those whom God protects to the 
humiliation of scholars and the great (Saadi of Shiraz; 91, 98).  "Ten dervishes 
can sleep beneath one blanket; but two Kings cannot reign in one land" (Saadi; 
99).  Commitment and love in the heart are action.  It is here that thought is 
action (The Naqshbandi Order; 163).  Sincere effort without action is impossible 
(Rumi; 117-118).  Action is not separate from its goal.  Yet in our benighted state 
we take more care to avoid errors of speech than of action (Ibrahim Ibn-Adam; 
204).  This is our hypocrisy, our lack of commitment, to think we can think without 
action.  Thus in action the actor and the acted upon are one (El-Shafai; 202).  
Thus teaching for example makes one of teacher and taught (The Naqshbandi 
Order: Gurgani; 164).  "The Science of Truth disappears in the Sufi’s 
knowledge/When will mankind understand this saying?" (Rumi; 117).  That is: 
knowledge of the institutional and public kind is as nothing to the private 
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knowledge of the heart."  And what the passionate and committed heart knows is 
that: "The unfortunate one is he who averts his head from [the] door. /For he will 
not find another door.”  And that: “If a gem falls into mud it is still valuable. /If dust 
ascends to heaven, it remains valueless.” (Saadi of Shiraz; 91).  There is value, 
and wrong choices matter, and so it is knowledge that is valuable, and it is value 
that is known: worship is knowledge (Ibn El-Arabi; 88), and value is knowledge.  
"Knowledge" is a "higher form of thought" than "information" or "opinion" (Idries 
Shah, paraphrasing Ghazali; 57).  Indeed knowledge is higher than worship and 
a later stage of development (Rumi; 207).  “God” has nothing to do with "religion" 
or "scholarship", with "food" or "sleep", or with "sin" or "merit": God is reality, and 
the ordinary world is "non-being” (Rumi; 116-7). 
 
 Because the loving heart is one with the goal, a person’s life’s work is 
achieved in an instant and is the only thing required of the person: 

 
You have a duty to perform.  Do anything else, do any number of 
things, occupy your time fully, and yet, if you do not do the task, all 
your time will have been wasted. 

                                (Rumi; 119) 
 
In fact we all perform the same task, there is only one; this is because Essence is 
one, as we learn from the symbol of the Babel of languages, all referring to the 
same thing (Rumi; 111).  The "intellectual" or the "wise man" who is "empty of 
essence" is "a donkey laden with books" that may as well be "firewood" (Saadi; 
96).  Indeed, in a sense a book may as well be a pillow: some may abuse it by 
giving it to their minds to make them sleep the sleep of the fall; on the other 
hand, a book is but an object, it is not the human heart, and using it as a pillow is 
more correct than making an idol of it (Rumi; 119).  But essence is everywhere 
one, this is why truth is anywhere we may find it.  There is but one Path, because 
it is not the path of any dogma (The Naqshbandi Order: Rewgari, Ramitani, 
Sirhindi; 164, 166).  Dogma pertains to feelings, not to knowledge; knowledge is 
based on experience (Mohammed Ali El-Misri; 311).  Logic as well has nothing to 
do with experience (Khawaja Salahudin of Bokhara; 287).  Experience is 
available everywhere, to all.  Yet it is not ordinary, for we have a bad habit of 
ignoring it.  True courage is that which meets the inner enemy (Saadi; 95).  Thus 
one may not only not know one knows but at the same time know no longer and 
need but not wish to know; for knowing one does not know is knowing; true 
knowing is being (The Sarmoun Recital; 276-7).  This is the courage to be. 
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 Knowledge "is everywhere, but they cannot see it, and call out for it while 
it is beside them all the time…Action…[is] such a different action as to mean that 
man may carry it out without knowing it…” (Rauf Mazari; 285).  Thus the benefits 
of a teaching will be received before the understanding of it, since the benefits 
are necessary to the understanding (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 250).  Thus only those who 
know can value knowledge correctly; it is this fact that causes us to resist a 
teaching (anecdote about Dhun-Nun; 202).  Yet (and despite the Koranic 
reiteration that disbelievers are fated to disbelieve), Rumi says we can know why 
we do not know, and correct this (“If ten men want to enter a house, and only 
nine find their way in, the tenth must not say: ‘This is what God ordained.’ /He 
must find out what his own shortcoming was"; 118).  Knowing why we do not 
know is indeed knowing, since it is knowing how to remove the block to knowing; 
yet there is no knowing until the block be removed (Latif Ahmad; 277).  Yet not 
knowing gives birth to knowing, "for hope is born of lack of hope" (Group 
Recitals; 261).  Hence the need to learn how to learn (Khwaja Ali Ramitani; 292).  
The inner teacher must know in advance of the self what is illusion and how to 
recognize and avoid it: “To be a Sufi is… not to try to pursue what is, at the 
wrong stage, illusion" (Sayed Imam Ali Shah; 243).  Only those who are ready 
can be taught (it is in this sense that "those who know, cannot tell": Rumi; 114).  
Only the already self-taught.  Argument is useless in teaching and learning, 
"because all arguments have already been tried by someone at one time or 
another" (The Chishti Order; 135).  Explanation is useless: only the student "who 
has perception" can perceive (Haji Bektash; 242): only the student who has been 
taught by the inner teacher. 
 
 What the inner teacher teaches is the inner language.  The inner or 
symbolic meanings of things are parabolic, separate from the outer meanings, 
and so every parable is its own language, separate from outer languages: "When 
[your teacher] gives you a parable, you will have to know it before you can apply 
it" (Pahlawan-i-Zaif; 253).  The Sufi and the philosopher both say that what the 
philosopher knows the Sufi sees; but in fact they are disagreeing with each other, 
because they are speaking different languages: in the language of the Sufis, to 
know is to see and the knowledge claimed by the philosopher is only explanation 
and argument (Abu Said; 240).  The Sufi is the visionary; the philosopher only 
rearranges what has already been seen.  Yet the philosopher arrogantly refuses 
to accord the status of knowledge to vision, he condescends to vision as to an 
ornamental and picturesque poor cousin.  So the language of the Sufi differs 
from that of the philosopher in being ironic; the Sufi is ironic in reporting, in the 
same words that the philosopher uses, the philosopher's incapacity for irony.  
The Sufi is a gnostic: he knows what others cannot because they will not commit 
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themselves to be in the place whence they should see it. The irony of the Sufi’s 
situation is that he has become a person of another world and thus "knows a 
range of existence which he cannot justify by argument" and so "his activity, like 
that of an artist, is reduced to that of illustration" (The Chishti Order; 135). 
 
 For the Sufi as for the gnostic, human beings are exiles in this world and 
so those who have committed themselves to a refusal of this exile are exiles 
among those who have not.  Exile in the world means that what we call "life” is 
death and what we call "death" is life (Attar of Nishapur; 79-80).  Therefore we 
are required to die twice (Dervish teaching-story; 215-216).  The company of the 
ignorant makes the free spirit long for release from the world (“When a parrot has 
been shut up with a crow, /He thinks it is a stroke of luck to get out of the cage": 
Saadi of Shiraz; 94).  “All men, except for the learned, are dead" (Sahl of Tustar; 
273).  All humans are changed by exile, but the Sufi also is changed relative to 
them, by his awareness of his exile (The Chishti Order; 133, 135), and so is 
compelled to be a liar (Chishti and Suhrawardi Orders; 135, 153).  He is 
compelled to speak in jest (legend about Khidr, the Green One; 178).  The 
ignorance into which we have fallen is sleep, emptiness, hunger, food, time and 
space, infancy (Sanai, 108, 208; Rumi, 116-8).  Fallen human beings are deaf 
(but among them the enlightened are dumb: Dervish teaching-story, 218-20).  
The fallen human being is a worm in a rock, and is an atom (Sanai; 109).  The 
fallen world is a " prison of deception" and "well of tyranny" (Rumi; 115).  In it we 
lose, by forgetting who we are and where we come from, as much as a limb 
severed from a tree: "Ignorant of the damage which it has suffered… but it will 
know in due time.  Meanwhile you cannot reason with it" (Attar of Nishapur; 78).  
The fallen world seems prosperous but is a ruin (Rumi; 112).  This is why 
knowledge is a treasure buried in a ruin (Saadi, 91; Nizamuddin Awliya, 263).  In 
the prison of deception, we are victims of the imp of the perverse and "dislike 
what would...benefit” us (Al-Nasafi; 241).  But it is the birds of sweet voice who 
are kept in the cage: the harsh-voiced (the rebels) are allowed to be free (Rumi; 
118).  In a somewhat more complicated metaphor, a man inadvertently frees his 
captive bird, tricked into doing so because of an encrypted message he 
unknowingly brings to his bird from its wild cousin (Rumi; 235-6).  Our soul within 
us may yet be freed in spite of our efforts to keep it imprisoned. 
 
 Because the ruin we live in is a prison of deception, it may surprise us at 
first to find that Sufi literature contains no exotic secrets of wisdom but only 
various kinds of warning against deception.  "At a certain time, more can be 
conveyed by distracting useless attention than by attracting it" (The Naqshbandi 
Order: Khurqani; 163).  Knowing I do not know may sometimes be less deceiving 
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than not knowing it.  Hence the value of "madness" as a metaphor of knowing 
(Shibli; 183).  Hence the claim of Idries Shah "that all organizations except 
genuinely Sufic ones are always conditioning instruments, whether consciously 
so or otherwise" (37).  The project of human liberation is seldom embarked upon.  
It is the search for "the land which is unseen to us, but in reality more real than 
the real" (the phrase is contained in a fairy-tale, a "teaching-story", but is literally 
true; 223).  “The hidden world” has all the features of our own but “of a different 
kind”, for "the ordinary world" is of but a “seeming completeness” (Rumi; 112).  A 
ruin that seems complete, and a deception that corresponds point for point to 
reality: "for every trick or imagination there is a reality of which it is a counterfeit" 
(The Naqshbandi Order: Samarqandi; 165).  Thus we are to avoid both 
monotony and excitement, being dulled by the one or manipulated by the other 
(Hadrat Bahaudin Naqshband; 306).  The ordinary world corresponds in every 
feature to the invisible world.  "You have to become accustomed to it [life, the 
world] after not being accustomed to it.  When you have become accustomed to 
it, you will have to become used to being without it” (Hashim the Sidqi; 290).  The 
customary is not customary; the not customary is customary.  Nothing is ever 
repeated.  This is why imitation is delusion.  The motto “This, too, will pass” 
corrects both joy and sadness (Attar; 81).  The failure of explanation is above all 
in the "inexplicability of non-rhythm, of seeming change" (Haykali; 268).  Thus the 
Sufi’s “work arrives at its end /When its beginning arrives again at its end” 
(Shabistari; 271).  Because nothing repeats nothing changes. 
 
     "Do not regret the past and do not worry about the future" (Dhun-Nun; 204): 
they are illusions.  Thus Sufiism is eternal (Ibn El-Farid, 264; Rais 
Tchaqmaqzade; 312).  There are many questions, but there is only one answer: 
"the Sufis" (Bahaudin Naqshband; 161-2).  Knowledge confers immortality (Ali; 
272), for the same reason that visiting the tombs of Sufis can confer blessing 
(anonymous Sufi sheikh, 197-8; Siwasi; 289): to know is to be one with all the 
great sages.  Yet to know is but to have faith: "True belief belongs to the realm of 
real knowledge" (attributed to Ali; 181); Sufis work toward the time when faith 
becomes disbelief (Abu Said; 239).  For human beings "in fact know nothing" 
(Juzjani; 178).  This is why Sufis have kept their "dedication to the essence" 
when all the "dogmatic religions" have lost it (Ahmed Yasavi; 171) because of 
their "priestcraft" (Idries Shah; 281).  That reality is hidden is shown by tales of 
strange twists of fate (Attar, 81; Ibn El-Arabi, 83-4; a legend of Bahaudin 
Naqshband, 161; a legend of Hadrat Ibn El-Khafif of Shiraz, 195; a Teaching-
Story, 216).  In some of these fictions and wonder-tales the Sufi is said to be a 
miracle-worker; in all of them however those of us who are not miracle-workers 
are truly shown to be deceived as to our fate by our own assumptions.  Miracles 
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are but juggling tricks (Naqshband; 168): priestcraft.  The human being is a 
"sealed book" because unable to know the eternal present which alone is real 
(Sanai; 108): it is that illusion of the past and future which hides from us the true 
reality of ourselves.  The truth about the human being, that is sealed up in time 
and space, is that she, he, or it is ever more about to be: “Evening precedes 
morning, and night becomes dawn” (Hafiz; 272).  Perfection in time is eternal 
imperfection in the eternal present moment.  This is what it means that we must 
speak as if time and space existed (The Naqshband Order: Al-Lahi; 165).  Thus, 
as well as the eternal present there is also evolution: to "what" we "cannot 
imagine"; to "a thousand other forms of Mind" (Rumi; 116, 272); because the 
study of Sufism is our "next step" (Rais Tchaqmaqzade; 312). 
 
 One of the signs of eternal Sufism is some is the “verifiable and 
impeccable authority of our predecessors in unbroken and documented 
succession of spiritual pedigree"; yet "these externals" are as nothing to "the 
fundamental Truth of Experience which is our invisible, powerful inheritance" 
(Naqshband; 173).  Experience is the inner teacher.  So the transmission of 
eternal Sufism relies on the inner teacher, which is the Fourth Way of 
transmission, and the true one, according to the text called That Which is Most 
Hidden: the real transmission, neither through the descendents of the Prophet, 
nor through someone else, nor through a combination of these two groups, but in 
"a Fourth Manner....  When you understand this, you understand the secret.  I tell 
you this because it is useful, not for mystification" (289-90).  Since what is real is 
what I experience to be real, of reality "there is no academic proof... for it is 
hidden, and hidden, and hidden" (Rumi; 114).  Since the inner experience is ever 
of the eternal now, it is to this extent always knew and strange.  To be ready for it 
requires that we renounce all support, anything familiar.  "When you rely upon 
the invisible world there is no place for anything, however small, as a provision" 
(Attar; 75).  "Those who are regarded as believers... and who are incapable 
because of habit from behaving in any other manner, may be called religious but 
cannot be regarded as having faith" (Pahlawan; 251).  Relying on the support of 
the habitual and familiar is idolatry, then, the fixing of the "attention... upon some 
intermediary person or thing" (Pahlawan; 250).  There is no intermediary: it is 
illusion.  Words cannot catch the essence of God; therefore silence is better than 
words (Attar; 73), the silence even of the donkey (Saadi; 101).  The only way to 
avoid attachment to objects is to remember "how to keep the connection with" 
our "origins" (Attar; 74).  Originally, we knew: we came from God, or the Real, to 
which the inner person is still connected.  The "humility" of the raindrop as it falls 
into the sea (Saadi; 91) is the image of the world of objects as it vanishes in the 
ocean of the inner self.  The humility of the silent donkey, and all the 
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characteristics of the humble animals, are the leading characteristics of human 
beings, as the Prophet has said; the doctrine of the transmigration of souls is a 
misconstruction of this fact (Mohammed Ali El-Misri; 311). 
 
 Dropping the object-world into the inner self like a raindrop in the ocean 
makes brothers and sisters of animals, objects, and human beings.  Thus the 
woman Sufi, Rabia, sits surrounded by her animal friends, because she is a 
vegetarian; but they run away from her when Hasan of Basra approaches, 
because he has been eating meat (240).  Yet her ascetism is not a dogma 
among Sufis.  For it is the humility of the Sufis that makes them kings and 
queens: they are proud of this humility that raises them above those who do not 
know.  Rabia the vegetarian has overcome her human condition of exile and is 
not an alien.  Naqshband "spent seven years as a courtier, seven looking after 
animals and seven in road building" (Idries Shah; 155): a classless individual.  
The Sufi is "a free man" whose "hands" are "work-worn" (a Chishti song in Urdu; 
137).  The dervish in his patchwork robe is the true king (Hafiz; 211).  The Sufi’s 
working-class identification frees him from the bondage of the mind and soul.  
The God of the Sufi, who is the Real, does not hold in bondage but liberates.  
The Sufi is a humanist: "Sinning against God is one thing; but sinning against 
man is worse" (Sufian Thauri; 179).  The exploiters of human need are the truly 
contemptible though they hold the poor in contempt: "The lower classes of 
society are those who fatten themselves in life in the name of religion" (Ibn el-
Mubarak; 180).  The Sufi's poverty is liberating, unlike that of the poor and 
envious, who are like the Moon, whose strongest wish was that the Sun should 
vanish (Attar; 72).  Bondage to the self is what the world thinks of as pride and 
self-esteem; this is attachment to the outward and there is no freeing oneself 
from it as long as it is held in and kept secret: "... Do not think that bringing it out 
from within is easy..."  (Jami; 105).  For healing consists of bringing outside what 
was inside (Jami; 104). 
 
 What is outside is "the world"; and "the world has no being except as an 
appearance"; and this is because “‘Being’ is absolutely good./If it contains any 
evil, it is not Being" (Shabistari; 244).  Even the human person is a part of this 
outer shadow of the inner reality.  "My place placeless, my traceless, [I am] 
neither body nor soul: all is the life of my Beloved" (Rumi; 112).  Only the 
Beloved, the Truth, exists.  That evil is privative means that there is no blame 
(Hashim the Sidqi; 291).  To be persecuted for the truth is an honour and the 
persecution expresses the envy of those enslaved to their poverty: "No one 
throws a stone at a barren tree" (Saadi; 93).  Not to be liberated is dishonour: "If 
a poor man brings your gift of yogurt, he will have bought it at such a price that it 
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will be two parts of water to one of real yogurt" (Saadi; 100).  And yet it is 
honourable to protect the weak (Attar of Nishapur; 70).  Asked why he prayed for 
those who reviled him, Jesus replied "I could spend only of what I had in my 
purse" (Attar; 69).  It is because evil is privative that the Sufi cannot judge nor 
condemn.  The martyr Ahmad ibn Hanbal says of his murderers, as he dies of 
the torture, "How can I claim justice against those who believe they are right?"  
(91).  This does not mean that their belief is correct but only that we are alone in 
our possession of the truth--and that so are all of the Perfected Ones. 
 
 That evil is privative is an idea that gives power to the Sufi 
demythologizing effort, which was historically far in advance of European 
rationalism.  If any evil cause produces a good effect, the lesson for us is that we 
have been hasty in our judgments of good and evil (the rogue as teacher, 
teaching-story of the Qadiri Order; 141; the use of rudeness in liberation, 
Naqshband, 160-161).  Indeed if "sometimes the effect... appears before the 
cause" (Abu-Ishak Shami Chishti; 128), "as the incomparable Nasrudin said: 
'Only children and the stupid seek cause and effect in the same story" (Teaching-
Story; 232), then what has been judged in haste is identity itself and the nature of 
time.  Yet: "the Real... is something like what you think it to be" (The Naqshbandi 
Order: Arif; 166).  Hunches are good.  Unconscious habits can get in their way, 
however, and there are many of these.  For example it is not well-known that not 
eating stones is an unconscious habit, yet there are many others that are "even 
more destructive than eating stones" would be (anonymous Sufi; 185). 
 
THE END 
 
 


