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Shams & Rumi
Commonalities and Distinction
Prof. Dr. Tehsin Firaqi
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In the history of art and thought it would perhaps be viewed as
something very rare that a man who never composed a single poetic line
in more than half of his life, suddenly emerged as a poet of unsure passing
beauty, with alluring metaphors, highly impressive motifs, unforgettable
parables and, of course, a living and lasting message of hope for the whole
of humanity. It was no one else than Rumi who has since been declared as
the greatest mystic poet of any age.

But how it came to pass? This is not the right place to go into details.
Shams Tabrizi, who left his home town and moved to Damascus, suddenly
appeared on the scene in Qonia, had a brief meeting with Rumi, the
illustrious theologian of his time and transformed his whole life and living
style within a short span of time. Shams-e-Tabrizi, was commonly known
among his folk as “Shams-e-Parandeh”. This hidden servant of Allah
came, saw and overcame as the phrase goes. A charismatic personality
as he was, he changed the whole scenario. Rumi a great scholar, a very
prominent orthodox theologian, a widely-read scholastic and a logician
who ruled over the hearts of the people of Qonia was now a fully changed
man. Intoxicated with the wine of Ishq, solely given to Sama‘and mystic
dance, and chanting slogans of “Shamsul Haq-e-Tabrizi", “Shamsul-
Hag-e-Tabrizi”, Rumi had now emerged as a rapturous devotee of
the one who was considered a riftraff, an intruder by most of the Qonians,
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Shams & Rumi Commonalities and Distinction

a ‘magician’ who had stripped the famous scholar of his religiosity and
theological preoccupations, and changed him into a whirling dervish- a
dancing saint. How aptly Shams had said in his “Maqalat”:
“The dance of the men of God is subtle and weightless. You would say
they are a leaf floating on the top of water. Inside like a mountain and a
hundred thousand mountains- but outside like straw.” (Chittick, Me &
Rumi, p:\1¥)

Now Shams had become a companion of heart to Rumi. A man of
thirty seven had been entirely mesmerized by a sixty years old wanderer
- mystic. How right was Rumi when he himself confessed:
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In one of his quatrains, Rumi has pointed very succinctly to his sudden
transformation:

Tabrizi
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In the court of S}

In ecstatic joy Rumi declared that he at last found what he desired to
acquire:
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Before the appearance of “Maqalat-e-Shams”, little was known of Shams
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Shams & Rumi Commonalities and Distinction

and whatever was known was mostly interspersed with contradictory
anecdotes. Shams had unusual beliefs; wherever he went, he raised
controversies. It was, however, his considered opinion that it was Ishq and
Ishq alone which paved the way to comprehend the mysteries of Reality
and the thirst within could only by quenched by the life giving water
of love. Shams was, of course, a great success since he hunted the white
falconJalal-ad-Din Balkhi,) the epitome of knowledge and wisdom as is
recorded in the “Maqalat” where Shams has openly declared:
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“I have no inclination to catch novices, I catch the Sheikh, not
every Sheikh but the one who has reached the consummation of
Sheikh-hood.”

Sipahsalar, who was associated with Rumi for forty years observed
Shams in his brief sojourn at Qonia and recalls him with the
following titles:

“A testimony of God to Believers” (yuogl e 4l coxs), “An Axis of
gNostics” (sl cbas), “A Crown of Beloveds” ( wgall zb), “A Pride of
Muwahhidin” (sl 58) etc, while Rumi gave him the titles of “The
Great Sovereign” (sl ,.5), “Candle of Nine Skies” ( s & zo.3), “The
Sun of Kindness”

(i) 003,55), “The Ocean of Mercy” (cws, ) etc.

Shams gave a new life to Rumi; he was reborn. Shams was also
cognizant of Rumi’s ‘barakat’. He admits that it is due to Rumi’s
blessings that people listen to what he has to say.

It was probably in Qonia that a fellow asked Shams who his mentor
was and who bestowed a “Khirqah” (the ceremonial cloak) on him.
Shams said: Everyone speaks of his mentor. My mentor, Hazrat-e-
Rasool (PBUH), bestowed the Khirqah on me. But it is not the one
which gets worn and torn within days and then is thrown off in
some furnace. It is a khirkah of His exalted company a company
which is beyond any comprehension; a company which transcends
yesterdays, todays and tomorrows. What has Ishq to do with serial
time?”

Now I would like to point out a few similarities that one comes
across when one studies “Maqalat” and Rumi’s poetry especially
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the Masnavi _his magnum opus and, of course, his other writings
such as Fihi-ma-Fihi. Shams was of the view that Man is a great
being. No one is greater than he. It is he who comprehends Ishq with
his total existence. Rumi in the same vein expressed his views both
in his poetry and his prose work Fihi-ma-Fihi. He insists on self-
realization. He believes that in reality Man is like satin and silk _
very precious indeed, but unfortunately he has sewn himself on a
hermit’s habit:
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In “Fihi-ma-Fihi”, he again glorifies Man, saying that he has such latent
qualities that are undreamt of by any other creature:
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Rumi believed that it does not behoove man to cut foul flesh with the
Hindi sword or to cook turnips in a golden pot. In fact, he is there to
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undertake great and grand tasks.

It is a known fact that before his encounter with Shams, the Maulana had
learnt the manners and refinement of traditional tasawwuf from Burhan-
uddin Mohaqqiq Tirmidhi, but his meeting with Shams ushered in a new
phase of devotional tasawwuf with its concomitants of “wajd” and “sama‘
”. Now both Shams and Rumi had reached such a stage of communion
where it could be safely said that they had become inseparable entities:

DB O 4 9 o> F e 9 e

Shams admitted that Rumi’s knowledge and erudition was unfathomable:
“Before the ocean of Rumi’s scholarly grandeur, thousands of Shamses are
nothing but a drop.” In response to Shams, Rumi gave vent to his violent
passions of love in the following verses:
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In his “Maqalat” Shams often gives the lessons of self realization. He has
said elsewhere in his “Maqalat” that one must know who he is, what is his

essence and where he has come from:
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Again enunciating the true meanings of Allah-u-Akbar «,s14i».what he
desires of Man is nothing but self-elevation through realization of God’s

greatness:
SopbT i canle lp dm (4103,8 poas ¢ 45 3,5 ol 5l om canelsS il (ST D

“Allahu-Akbar” (God is greater) means that God is greater than that
which you have imagined. It means do not stop there, come closer that
you see greatness. Seek so that you may find.” (Franklin D. Lewis: Rumi,
Past & Present, p:v--)

And again this self-elevation is emphasized beautifully and precisely
through the medium of Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad:
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“Following Muhammad is that he went on the Mi’raj. You also should go
in his tracks”. (Chittick, op.cited, p:v4)
The prerequisite to all this self-realization and self-elevation is the strong
belief in Allah, in the person of Hazrat Mohammad, the last apostle of
Allah and the murshid, who in Hafiz’s famous verse has been dubbed as
Pir-e-Mughan (ks ,).

Tabrizi
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Long before Hafiz, Shams and his remarkable disciple, Jalal-addin Rumi,
had emphasized the need for strong belief. Shams says that belief and love
bestow the salik with courage and he dismisses all fears. So protect the
belief which gave you hope and leave the one which made you cold.

To Rumi, belief is like a sail of boat. It is the sail which moves the boat on.
He says in Fihi-ma-Fihi:
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In the court of S}

" The boat of man’s being is, indeed, his belief. If the sail is there, the boat
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will reach the lofty place. If there is no sail, the boat is simply worthless."

The fact is that Maulana Shams changed the whole chemistry of Rumi.
If one goes deep into the Masnavi, Fihi-ma-Fihi and other writings of
Rumi and then compare their themes with those of Magqalat-e-Shams,
he would immediately notice striking similarities among them. Rumi
benefited generously from the day-to-day sermons of Shams, which
began to be jotted down simultaneously by those who attended these
sermons. During these discourses, Rumi would go into a state of ecstasy
but his wakeful and vigilant heart imbibed the legends, parables and
quotes of Shams so meticulously that they later percolated in his writings
especially in his “Masnavi-e-Ma‘navi”. Rumi’s concept of God, Man and
the Universe are heavily indebted to the discourses of Shams-e-Tabrizi
but unfortunately the paucity of time does not allow me to substantiate
my standpoint. However, a few examples of the parables and anecdotes
employed by Rumi, and previously narrated by Shams in his discourses
would surely make an interesting comparison.

Let us start from Book I of the Masnavi where a crisp dialogue between
the Khalifa and Leila is recorded under the title:
Rumi has inferred many thought-provoking points and spiritual meanings
from this anecdote which has been normally his forte:
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Now the same anecdote is noted here in its original Persian text of
“Maqalat” with English translation:
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“Harun ar-Rashid said, “Bring Layla for me so that I can see why Majnun’s
love for her has thrown such furore into the world and why from East to
West the lovers have made the story of his love their own mirror.” They spent
a great deal of money and used many tricks, and they brought Layla. The
Caliph entered into her private chamber at night, the candles all lit. He gazed
upon her a time and then for a time he looked down. He said to himself, “I
shall get her to talk. May be whatever it is will become more apparent in her
face when she talks.” He looked at Layla and said, “Are you Layla?”

She said, “Yes, I am Layla, but you are not Majnun. The eye in Majnun’s head
is not in your head.”

“How will you see Layla with the eye that sees others and has never been
purified by tears?”

“Look upon me with the gaze of Majnun.”

You should look at the beloved with the eyes of the lover, for He loves
them (a:0¥). The flaw is that people do not look at God with the gaze oflove.
They look at Him with the gaze of knowledge, the gaze of gnosis, and the
gaze of philosophy. The gaze of love is something else.” (Chittick, op.cited,
p:YYA)

The serious readers of Shams are quite aware of the fact that from his
early childhood he was a weird figure, an exceptional character, so sharp,
well-defined and awesomely outspoken. Recalling his early childhood, he
provides us some interesting information:

Tabrizi

In the court of S}
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“In the time of my childhood vy no one was aware of my state. My father
was unaware of my state. He was saying, “First of all you are not mad. I do
not know what is going on with you. It is also not the rearing and discipline
and it’s not such and such.”

I said, “Listen to one word from me: With me you are like duck-eggs put
under a hen. The hen nurtured them and baby ducks appeared. When the
baby ducks became a bit larger they went with the mother to the edge of
the stream and entered the water. Their mother was a hen. She ran along
the edge of the stream, with no possibility of going into the water. Now,
father, I see that ocean has become my mount and this is my homeland
and state. If you are of me or I am of you, come into the ocean. If not, go
back to the hens. That is where you are hung up.”

He said, “If you are like this with friends, how do you act with enemies.”
(Chittick, op.cited, p:¥)

The above-mentioned extract signifies that in future the declaimer is
going to become a vast ocean of ma’rifat, having the knowledge of all the
major branches of sciences as is amply corroborated by his contemporaries
and at the same time a marvellous swimmer of the ocean of gnosis.

The same parable of “Murgh-e-Khanagi” was later employed by Rumi
in Book Two of his Masnavi under the title: Here are some couplets for the
convivial entertainment of the reader. The reader will certainly observe that
Rumi has converted the personal state of Shams into a gnostic philosophy;
highly impressive and alluring; goading man to sublimate himself:
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Now there remain two more examples. Both are related to two great
sufi saints of Balkh and Kharaqan. I mean Ibrahim Adham and Abul
Hasan Kharaqani. Ibrahim Adham belonged to Balkh where Rumi was
later born a “vilayat” that was considered in the sixth hijra as one of the
four great centers of civilization and a notable city of Khorasan-e-Buzurg.
Shams in his “Magqalat” has talked about Ibne-Adham more than once but
the extract I quote here relates to the event of renunciation of his throne.
Says Shams:
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Tabrizi

After narrating this event Shams enunciates the meanings of "kingdom".
To him kingdom does not consist of armies, cities and villages; it is in
reality a sovereignty over the ‘self’ with all its conditions and connotations.
Rumi narrates the same story of Ibrahim Adham in Book Four of his
Masnavi and apparently seems to have borrowed it from Shams but there
is every likelihood that he might have himself heard this story during his
childhood in Balkh where Adham ruled hundreds of years ago. Rumi
narrates the story but punctuates it with many mystical significations. For
example, the drums and trumpets of the watchmen of the king remind
him that in actual fact all such musical symphonies descended from the
moving stars in the firmament- an idea which perhaps has its origin in
the discourses of Ikhwan-al-Safa! Rumi is also of the opinion that Man
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has already heard these symphonies in heaven! He narrates the incident
in the following lines:
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Last but not least is the story of Bayazid Bistami who once passing
through the village of Kharaqan, had prophesied that after one hundred
and fifty years a man would come out of this village who would go five
degrees ahead of him. He was, in fact, hinting at the great sufi Abul Hasan
Kharaqani who was destined to come to his grave some two centuries
later. Both Shams and later on Rumi have narrated this event in their
peculiar styles. Shams says:
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Rumi, while narrating this event, has as usual philosophised it and has
hinted at many mystical points which, of course, elevate the reader. He
not only points out the emergence of Kharagani in future but also gives a
detailed account of his countenance and then ascends to the high heavens
of spirituality and diffuses the aroma of mysticism:
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He then proceeds further and declares:

Sl p 5 b gle ol ads Calib o (anb 7y 4l >
(P08 /¥ AYAS ¢ 55)50)

There are numerous other parallels to be found in Shams and Rumi.
Suffice it to say that both the great intellects were enamoured of the
incomparable effulgence of Allah Almighty and proved good guides
towards the final stage of Sair-fillah (Journey in God) with the message
that the whole world is charged with His benevolence and magnificence
and the meta-spirituality of love rules supreme over the universe.

In the end I would like to add that the main difference between Rumi
and Shams is also quite evident. Rumi had come forth as a marvellous
poet and considerable prose-writer while Shams was not prone to
writings as such. All he said in his sermons was preserved by those who
attended his discourses. His discourses are no doubt, a great source of
inspiration, having a wealth of knowledge, peculiar observations and
enchanting allegories couched in a style which at times seems quite
elliptical and ambigious, though impressive and educative. Rumi was, of
course, a creative genius. His Divan-e-Kabir and “Masnavi-e-Ma‘navi”
are far ahead of the Discourses of Shams- a living treasure of irfan which
would always remain a prized possession of all those who are devoted to
creativity and gnosticism.

How right was Shams when he said elsewhere in his “Maqalat”:

Tabrizi

In the court of S}
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(Joy is like pure water, wherever it flows, wondrous blossoms grow\vy
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sorrow is like black flood, wherever it flows, it wilts the blossoms.”)-
(Maqalat, p:195)
It would not be out of place to round off with these incomparable
verses of Rumi wherein he has exalted Ishq and Aftab ie.,  dgixdl lake
simultaneously:
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