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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 ran-
dom, but marvellously made and for some great end, although
he is not from everlasting, yet he lives for ever; 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 oper-
ates 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.
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Now the treasures of God, in which this alchemy is to be
sought, are the hearts of the prophets, and he who seeks it else-
where will be disappointed and bankrupt on the day of judge-
ment 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 ab-
stinence. This alchemy may be briefly described as turning away
from the world to God, and its 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 in stone

to last for centuries,
is for Allah like

writing on the water.

A VERSE FROM MY SHAIKH






PROLOGUE /7 THE QUEST

Praise be to God, the First-Last Reality and Lord of the
Worlds; the Friend of Seckers and Opener of Hearts. Praise be
to Him Who befriended me and saved me from this Dunya: the
space-age world of hypnotic-phenomenal distraction and techno-
logical bedazzlement. Praise be to Him Who brings the seeker to
surrender: another name for self-confrontation, the name of the
game which really is not a game. Surrender: a Seeker’s first step
in search of self: a giant-step, baby-step — neither yet both, and
learning to walk is sometimes scary.

It was years ago, that yesterday when I moved towards my chal-
lenge. Inside a humble urban building converted to a mosque,
it happened. I had come only to observe, at the invitation of
friends. There were many empty seats: the teacher stood before
a class of two. I quietly took a seat next to one of those already
present, an old woman whom I later learned was Sister Majeed. I
looked at the teacher, a bearded old man — a story unto himself,

13..



Muhyiddin Shakoor

whom they called the Imam (religious leader). I surveyed the
room: cracked ceilings, old fixtures, linoleum floors, home-made
blackboards, and the wall behind the teacher — on which there
was some writing. The writing was extraordinarily beautiful and
very intricately painted. It fully dominated the wall and my at-
tention as well. It resonated peace and was strangely familiar, yet
I could not begin to decipher it. It held my interest for the entire
length of the talk. Overcome by curiosity, I whispered a question
to the old woman at my side:

‘Ma’am, what is that?’

Turning a wisdom-worn face towards mine so full of youth,
she looked at me with knowing eyes and said:

‘It is the outermost out and the innermost in. Keep your eyes
on that.’

In that moment, as her words fell on my ears, time seemed to
stop. Deep within my being, something heard. Though I did not
understand completely, I knew that what she spoke was truth.
My knees grew weak and my heart beat fast. I wanted to trust
both her and the moment, yet in my confusion, I did neither. As
my mind acknowledged a situation obviously out of hand, my
lips raced on with senseless questions:

‘But what is it really ...What does it mean? How can I...? She
stretched forth a hand more wrinkled than her face, yet equally as
wise. Grasping my arm, she halted my stammer in mid-sentence.
Smiling, she leaned close and spoke again:

‘It is you. It is your very own self ...that is the what ...and as
for the how, let’s just say that you have to let go in order to go.
AsSalaamu alaikum.’

She translated before I could ask:

‘Peace be on you, young man. It means the peace of God,
Who is Peace Himself, be upon you.’
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Gesturing for my assistance, she raised herself to her feet and
nodded towards the wall:

“You'll see ...God willing you'll see. You'll find it all in that. It’s
called the Kalima.’

In those moments with Sister Majeed, there came a great
initiation. My being itself witnessed the love-woven beauty of
every woman ['d ever known as a teacher. I felt, I remembered,
I realised the mercy of some unknown cherishing force reflected
in my mother; grandmother; first-grade teacher; the lady across
the street who gave me cookies for running errands; and the girl
next door who struck me dumb with my first conscious feelings
of love. All of them were there, clear in that moment, collected
in the old woman’s face. A great fragmentation began to unify
and days from closed, senseless years of my past opened up to
yield new meanings. Partly stunned, and deeply touched by the
old woman’s loving presence, I accepted her prescription with-
out knowledge of its depth or its scope. I had come to find the
strange inscription stretched across the wall, only to leave with
its mystery slowly stretching across my mind: La ilaha ill’Allah.
Such was the introduction of my search to me. The search for the
meaning of this timeless phrase was in fact the beginning of my
search for myself.

The weeks which followed my meeting with Sister Majeed
often found me alone, deep in quiet interaction with myself. Still
unable to make sense of the encounter, I had launched several
fruitless attempts to deny it. Yet so strongly had my conscious-
ness been gripped by the episode, I accepted at last that I had to
know more. With unexpected suddenness, a major turning-point
arrived in my life. I took a step forward on an unknown path.
And so it was I returned to the Mosque, and grew to know Sister
Majeed. Truly, as the saying goes: “To know her was to love her.’
So disarmingly beautiful was her wisdom-lit soul, one felt help-
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less to do otherwise. There was a kind of vibrant magnetism in
her state of surrender, some effulgent tranquillity which tapped
my own deep inward longing, and drew me closer to myself.

The bearded old man became my first formal teacher after
Sister Majeed. He too had his beauty. His speech was alert and
full of colourful analogy, with wit and humour and depth. His
manner was absorbing. At first his words seemed like much of
what I'd heard in the past: rituals, rites, and doctrinal laws. All the
things I associated with organised religion which simply failed to
touch me deep inside, much as I hoped that something would.
None the less, I had to admit that there was something different
here, something which I sensed might involve me perhaps, in an
exciting new direction.

I came several times before the old man talked to me, save for
a simple greeting. I would come with pad and pencil, and I wrote
everything. I collected painstakingly copious notes and studied
the ideas. I overflowed with questions. After a time, I felt myself
ready enough — nay, armed enough — to attempt to speak. To
my surprise, the old man heard my questions. But more than
this, he attempted to answer them, then challenged me and raised
more questions. He sent me in search of answers and directed
me to read, to think and understand. Never before in matters of
religion and faith had I known a teacher such as this.

We spent long hours in that old building, the Imam and me.
Often there were just the two of us. We would sit in the old
kitchen in the back of the building, drinking coffee and talking
about Islam. Other times we'd sit upstairs in the prayer room and
talk about God, Whom he referred to as Allah. It was in that room
that I began to understand, at the level of practice, what is meant
by the act of surrender. I got down on my knees and laid my head
on the floor before the Lord of the Universe. With tears flowing
and my body shaking with a nervousness which rose up from
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some unknown inner place, I looked into oblivion. I muttered a

phrase which was so foreign to me then, but which now feels just
like home: Subhana Rabbi al ‘ala. Glory to my Lord, Most High.

For the next several years I was a student in both my practical
and spiritual life. During these years I was devoted to the Imam,
and under his direction I grew clearer in my search. From him
I learned the fundamentals: something of the Oneness of God
most High, of the Unity of His Message in all the Revealed Books
and the Brotherhood of Prophets, of Life after Death, and of An-
gels. Something I learned as well, of the nature of the human soul
and the duties of a servant of God. I learned something of prayer
(salat) and almsgiving (zakat), fasting (saum) and pilgrimage
(Hajj). During these times came my first lessons of discipleship,
by the guidance of God, manifested in the wise and loving care of
Sister Majeed, the Imam, and the many others who touched my
life. The years sped by, and there came the day when I knew I had
to leave. The first stage of my practical education was completed
now and it was time for me to move. It was a hard move to make.
I had become very attached to the Mosque, to the Imam and to
that particular community of Muslims.

I made the separation, and struck out on my own. Having
been offered a job in another city, I made a move to get away
and see the world. For three years life was wonderful. I had ev-
ery kind of success, especially in terms of professional influence
and recognition. Somehow though, I was not happy. I wanted a
spiritual life but I did not see how I could have such a life without
giving something up. Bored and scared, I made another move.
Poorly considered, and poorly timed, my attempt to escape soon
resulted in a catastrophic crash. After three months I was on the
street with nothing. Beset by what seemed an endless series of
problems, I was forced by my suffering to examine my life and
turn my attention again back towards my Creator.
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I eventually found another job, a modest, simple one, with
none of the former frills. Just after I took the job I came across
a Middle Eastern journal which was soliciting papers for a con-
ference. I thought I had expertise in one of the areas for which
abstracts were being considered, so I wrote. After quite some time
I received a long-distance phone-call. In a businesslike tone the
caller told me:

‘Brother, I have been requested to inform you that your paper
has been accepted. Can you prepare to present it in Saudi Arabia?
Your tickets for air travel will be sent to you by mail and your visa
will be taken care of by us.’

Astonished, I accepted and hung up the phone. Within a
month I had received the visa and tickets and sat aboard the
plane.

The conference was a source of many blessings. My paper was
well-received and I gained a great deal of insight. I met many
other beautiful God-conscious thinkers who taught me many
things. A very important part of these learnings was how to move
towards integrating all the aspects of my life: the practical, profes-
sional and spiritual. Indeed the counsel I received was more than
welcomed. By that time I had grown very tired of attempting to
live my life maintaining the straining separations. Among the
varied experiences of the conference, I also learned about another
quite personal and unseen attachment. It had to do with the
Mosque of my home town and the old man, the Imam. Some-
how I had always felt an allegiance to that particular group and
city. During the conference I was speaking about my hopes and
concerns to an older Muslim man I had met. He listened, then
calmly looked at me and said: ‘Don’t you see, my brother? Allah
has brought you here in order that you may realise that you are a
citizen of the planet. Your family is everywhere.’
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The words fell on my ears as if I were a deaf man restored to
hearing. I had never considered my life so broadly before. With
this answer another question came to clarity as well, concerning
teachers and Imams. I had viewed the Imam as a kind of Shaikh,
or master teacher. Somehow, I felt obliged not to seek another
teacher because of my loyalty to him — yet much as I loved
him, I knew that what I sought in my heart was not with him.
The older seeker clarified the essential issue. He explained that a
person can easily be someone’s Imam — that is, one’s leader in
exoteric matters of religious practice — and not necessarily his
Shaikh, or spiritual director and guide in more inwardly focused
esoteric matters of spiritual purification and growth. I attribut-
ed too much to the Imam because he had been my first formal
teacher after Sister Majeed. When I learned that I had done this,
I was very much relieved. At the same time, I continued to hold
a very special place in my heart for him. The Prophet Muham-
mad himself, peace be upon him, said: ‘Be most humble and
respectful to persons from whom you receive knowledge.” Also
his companion, Ali, may God be pleased with him, said: T am
a slave to the person who has taught me even a single word. He
may sell me or set me free.” And so it was that during the confer-
ence many dark, unanswered questions had unexpectedly come
to light. As I reflected on being there and all the many things I
learned, I realised more and more about the mercy of God. I truly
felt His unseen care. From one side of the world to the other, I
looked backwards on my life. I saw that God had loved me even
through my foolish days, and that He kept my heart alive. I had
been lost it is true, but I never rejected Him, and the inward
seeking was always there.

As I made my way about the conference I met another helper-
guide whose name was Ibrahim. Somehow God caused us to be
drawn together and we soon began to talk. Ibrahim knew many
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of the people at the conference, and he took it upon himself to
take me around and introduce me to as many of those present as
he could. The interesting people that I met through the efforts of
this gregarious brother is a story in itself. Early in our rounds we
came upon a man from Turkey:

‘Here is someone whom you must speak to, said Ibrahim
smiling, ‘but when I leave you, beware of this brother, for he
may talk to you in Sufi talk. But Allah knows, you should have
exposure to his views.’

Having made this baffling remark, Ibrahim departed. I stood
there, momentarily absorbed in an attempt to decipher the mean-
ing of what he had said. I had read the works of some of the great
Sufis and had always been moved by their beauty and depth.
I saw in them the most beautiful among Muslims and secretly
I had always hoped that I might join their ranks. What was it
in Ibrahim’s statement which triggered such defensiveness in
me? Suddenly the stranger’s voice interrupted my thoughts and
brought me back to the moment:

AsSalaamu alaikum wa Rabmatullabhi wa barakatu. Peace be
on you, the mercy of God and His blessings.’

The brother stranger was looking directly into my face. His
own was a kind face and his eyes were moist and full of light.
The simplicity of his dress and manner belied his inner depth. I
extended my hand to shake his, but he took my hand and kissed
it instead. Then, stepping closer, he touched my face and kissed
my forehead. He continued speaking:

‘Let us move to another place; I have much to tell you.’

We moved from the narrow corridor to a quiet, lighted area of
the lobby where we stood together. Actually, there was no need
to talk. Something in this person reached to my very depths. He
touched upon my own deep longing for something which cannot
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be described by words. This man, a stranger whom I'd never met
or seen before was a true spiritual friend. His presence was a great
affirmation of hope. Speaking again he said:

‘I have been sent to you by Grandshaikh Abdullah Daghistani
the Shaikh of my spiritual Master, Shaikh Nun of Kibrus. As
the Grandshaikh is now in the better world, when you wish to
know more about him, I suggest you contact Shaikh Nun. The
Grandshaikh has told me that you will find the Shaikh you long

for, and many other things as well.’

I began to weep. The more he spoke, the more I wept. He told
me many things. He spoke of God, of Prophet Muhammad and
the brotherhood of Prophets (peace be upon them), of the way
of Islam as surrender to God, and of the orientations of seek-
ers, whom he divided into two classes: those who pursue only
the external, largely through ritual and form, whom he termed
the ‘Outers’, and those who go through the ritual and form in
order to reach the oceans of meaning, whom he referred to as
the ‘Inners’. I continued weeping. What I heard and felt, moved
me beyond words and touched some deep and unknown place
in my heart. The love and truth which vibrated in the stranger
were more than my mind could fathom, but somehow my heart
understood.

During the Stranger’s visit he presented me with a photograph
of the noble Grandshaikh who had lived to be 120 years of age.
I was very much struck by the lighted face of this man, who
reached out to me from another world, and through the dervish,
entered my life. I took the photo and put it away but having it
was always a reminder that what my heart had known was real.

The Stranger stayed with me for the duration of the confer-
ence. We attended meetings together, and visited others who had
presented papers. We left the conference together and travelled to
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the Holy City of Medina. There we visited the Prophet’s Mosque,
the gravesite of the Prophet, peace be upon him, and of his be-
loved companions Abu Bakr Siddiq and Umar Ibn Khattab, both
buried beside him, may God be pleased with them.

This visit was of special meaning and importance, the realisa-
tion of which was to come much later. Here was established a
city of surrender wherein was found the highest, most elevated
community of servants of God ever to exist. There in the Mosque
of Medina, 1 was privileged to pray in the mibrab (alcove) where
the Prophet used to pray — a fitting place to remember my small-
ness and to pray to God that I might be among those who are
truly with his Prophet. It was a fitting place indeed to reflect on
the hope that my own being might in some way become as sur-
rendered to God as were all of His Prophets, and that my own
heart might become as full of love and light as had been Medina
al-Munawwara, the City of Illumination.

We continued to the Holy City of Mecca where God graced
my eyes with the sight of His ancient house the Ka'bah, erected
by Prophet Adam and later Prophet Abraham, peace be upon
them. We performed the rites for the lesser pilgrimage (Umra)
and bade each other farewell in Mecca. My Stranger friend was
the personification of the vibrant sPirit of brotherhood which I
felt everywhere around us. Needless to say, when I left him, I was
so full of joy that I could hardly contain myself. I felt extremely
blessed to have had a guide and companion through the most
holy cities on God’s planet earth. As I boarded a bus in Mecca I
reflected on my home. The world seemed smaller then.

During the return flight home, I became very sick. I lost all
equilibrium and I could not eat or drink. I spent most of the
journey back to the United States on my back, stretched across
two seats of the jumbo plane. I arrived home still very sick and
remained in bed for two weeks before I felt strong enough to
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return to work. During my illness I received several friendly and
unsolicited diagnoses of jet lag. I resisted these to no end, but
actually they were not far off. Now, looking back on the sickness
I would myself diagnose what I had as a spiritual jet lag. My ill-
ness was alerting me to the big transition into which my life had
come. The sickness also told me clearly where I'd be if I went
back to where I had been in my past. In the weeks after my return
from the journey, and after my recovery, a yearning took hold of
me, the likes of which I had never felt before. Nothing seemed to
satisfy. Suddenly it became very difficult to continue working. I
reported each day with deep melancholy. I spoke very little and
became very distant to everyone. Away from work, I went into
seclusion. The yearning stayed and stayed. I relived the journey
again and again. After several weeks in this state, I decided to
visit my family: particularly my mother, whom I'd not seen for
several months. Sitting with her in the kitchen I told the story of
my restless inward search. Her only words were these:

“Trust God, He knows what you're to do.’

As the writing on the wall stretched across the years, the quiet
yearning feeling which had welled up in my travels grew stronger
still within. With a strengthened commitment to fulfilling this
unknown inner longing, I worked to turn my life back to God.

During the time of my turning, the months passed by like
an endless train. Each day was a slow-moving boxcar in which I
paced back and forth, in search of a meaning for what I had lived.
Finding no answer, I bided my time and realised that I might
search for years. One day, as I stood in the corridor of the build-
ing where I worked, a man walked by whom I did not know. I
was introducing myself to someone else as he passed by, and he
overheard me say my name. Hardly stopping, he commented in a
matter-of-fact and casual voice, just loud enough for me to hear:
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< . . bl
Your name is not an American name.

Partly surprised and partly amused, I regained my composure
enough to address him. ‘And what is your name?” I quizzically

asked.
‘Salah,” he replied with a smile.

Now understanding, I was almost in laughter, while together
in near unison, we exchanged the greetings of peace (salaams).

It was through this man Salah that I was led to the Muslim
community of my new city. Viewing my meeting with him in
the context of my changing life, I felt compelled to take some
initiative consistent with my renewed commitment. I had been
in the city for nearly a year without having met a single Muslim.
Following his lead, I came into a large but developing community
of Muslims. There was much work to be done and sooner than
I expected my small initiative caused my life to be filled with
activity.

This period of my life was a time of much transition and per-
sonal learning. Many of the things I had learned in my early days
at the Mosque resurfaced. Whenever possible, I shared them in
the service of others. Throughout this time of activity, however,
that yearning still remained. I stole away for silence whenever I
could to reflect on my life and stay in touch with myself. I asked
my Lord to forgive my past and I prayed for future guidance.

The new community of which I had become a part was very
much in need of leadership. A few sincere workers bore the load
of many. I learned, however, that a highly qualified and deeply
religious man had recently entered the community. Among some
there was already the expectant hope that he might become a new
force in the strengthening of local Muslims. One of the more ac-
tive and informed brothers of the community had given me this
news. He had also shown me a simple business card on which was
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written the name of the man and the name of a particular place,
a part of which included the word Sufi. Perhaps I was entering
another cycle. I thought a thousand hopeful thoughts, then put
them all aside. I thought it wiser to be patient and wait to see

what might unfold.

Early one evening in Ramadan, the fasting month, just after
the prayer at sunset, I received a phone-call. The brother who had
told me about the new religious leader invited me to a meeting
for an introduction. It was planned that we would come together
about an hour before a larger gathering of the community for If-
tar, the breaking of the fast. When I arrived at the meeting-place,
no one from the group was there. I searched for the brother who
had called me but I did not find him either. When he finally did
arrive, the time which we had planned for was lost, and oth-
ers from the community had begun to arrive for the gathering.
I accepted the events calmly, thinking, “The Praise is to God,
Alhamdulillah!” 1 was so patient in the handling of this episode
that I even surprised myself. As I stood there still concluding my
thoughts on the unmet meeting, someone approached me and
asked me to go outside and help to bring in the food.

As I turned to walk back to the building, I caught a glimpse of
a man just stepping inside. Something struck me about him and
gave me the sense that he was the person I was to have met. When
I re-entered the room of the gathering, I found that several people
had arrived and were moving about. In one area of the room I im-
mediately noticed the man I had seen. He was dressed in simple
white clothing, and he wore sandals and a strikingly plain, light-
brown pointed hat. Over his shoulders was draped a long, black,
cape-like garment. He sat with a small circle of people gathered
around him who moved whenever he moved. I could easily see
that they all were with him and not with the gathering at large.
There was in the presence of this man, a kind of beauty, spiritual
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nobility and vibrating personal magnetism which I had not felt
in anyone since the death of Sister Majeed. I sensed a great depth
in him and great love. There was balance in his movement and a
mystery in his manner which created in me a sense of harmony
and discomfort, both at once. For those who were around him,
he was obviously present, and yet he seemed inconspicuous for
the larger group. When he looked at me, it was as if there was no
one but us two. Something in his glance went straight to my heart
and pulled me in his direction. I knew he was my Shaikh. He
rose as | approached him with the greeting of peace and calmly
he returned the greeting. As I stood before him nearly breathless,
I introduced myself and extended my hand.

‘I am Muhyiddin,’ I said.

Not taking my hand, he put his to my beard, and grasping it,
he said, ‘I know who you are.” Then he gave me his name.

He looked into my eyes and in the moment a thousand days
raced by. He kissed my face on either cheek and the voice of
the Stranger I had met in my travels suddenly came up in my
memory like a flashing light. With dramatic suddenness, this rare
human being stepped into my life. Full and almost overwhelmed,
I could hardly believe what was happening. Not really knowing
what to do, I sat near him in silence like those in the circle, then
I moved about the room.

Later that evening he spoke before the larger gathering on the
meaning of Ramadan and fasting. His talk brought many teach-
ings from the Qur'an and the traditions. It was eye-opening, to
the point, and hard to ignore. Afterwards, the man who had
called on the phone introduced us again and our meeting was re-
scheduled. Everything seemed to come together that night. This
gathering only marked the beginning of many new things that
were yet to come. In the years ahead I would come to know in
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my life, things which I had only read in books before. And so it
was that almost nine years after I had stumbled into the mosque
and looked into the wisdom-worn face of Sister Majeed, I peered
into the knowing, loving face of my Shaikh. I saw reflected in him
the light of Sister Majeed and every teacher I had known before.
That night before leaving, the Shaikh asked me if I could give
him a ride on Sunday to come. We would go to the rescheduled
meeting together. I agreed to do it even though I had no car, my
own being in repair. It was easy enough to borrow a car, and to
keep the appointment which I had hoped for so much, over the
many endless months.

Having been brought to my Shaikh by the Grace of God, 1
acknowledged the great blessing of his coming as a guide. The
true ones of God are rare as the phoenix, and the world is full
of false teachers. Yet one must have help on the way to God, for
without a guide the ego cannot be dissolved, nor will selfishness
die. As I quietly reflected on the guidance of all my past years
come to the present, the signs of the moment were clear. In my
heart I knew that the Shaikh was true and I prayed that with him
I would move closer to myself and my Lord.
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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 ar-
rived 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 placed the call. After several rings, he answered
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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.

‘T'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 ar-
rived 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 no-
ticed 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 possibly could have realised at
the time, I later gained some insight on reading a tradition of the
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Prophet Muhammad, peace be on him, in which he is reported
to have said: ‘0 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 depth of some secluded cave. It was as
simple and as practical as the home of any other person. There
were windows, plants, a black and white televison, a simple car-
pet, a sofa, a refrigerator, and a fragrant atmosphere of simplic-
ity, 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 Cre-
ator 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 an-
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swer 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 fare-
well 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 mun-
dane administration of activity in the world. He was gracious in
his demeanour, strong in his emphasis of the Prophet’s behav-
iour (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 con-
cerns 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 begin-
ning 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 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 mo-
ment in the car as he finished some thoughts. He took my beard
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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 con-
templation 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 had 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 what-
ever reasons there were, Allah caused 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, 1 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 (kbutba) 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. One of
the stories that he told that day brought home to me, in a most
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dramatic way, the point of all he had said. It was the story of an
arrogant emperor king who had much wealth and who raced his
dashing steed recklessly through the streets. On one occasion an
old dervish in a hooded garment approached the horse of the
king as he made his way through the street. The king, in sud-
den impulsive arrogance, drew his sword, surprised that anyone
would dare to cross his path.

“Who are you to approach me?” he shouted down to the der-
vish. The dervish slowly lifted his head and the king, with his
sword still raised, looked into the face of death. It was in truth
not a dervish but Azra’il, the Angel of Death, coming for the soul
of the King. ‘Let me have just a little more time, a few minutes
more to conclude some affairs,” said the king, now recognising

who had approached him.

The angel looked into his face not speaking a word and slowly
shook his head. There was no time. The king would not touch the
earth again with breath in his body.

We are like this king, many of us. Thinking ourselves to be
the power, not recognising who truly is our Lord. Rushing reck-
lessly through life attempting to have everything we want, and
only working with the hope that each dollar earned will help us
to have more. Forgetting the reality of our very own death and
the truth of the life which comes after: Akbirat.

That day I approached the Shaikh to give him greetings of
peace (salaams). He greeted me warmly but we did not converse.
He directed me to his dervishes. After the holidays of Eid-ul Fitr
there was another period when I was out of touch with him and
all my contacts with him came through his dervishes. They were
most kind and sympathetic and the more I spent time with them,
the more attracted I became to them. Through these kindly souls
I was led into the Hadrah gathering, the circle of disciples (murids
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and dervishes) and the company of the Shaikh. What it was like
to be in that meeting is beyond words. The culmination of years
of hoping brought me only to the doorstep of my beginning.
More than this I cannot say as regards that meeting except that

the Path of Seekers to God is true and that He is Merciful and He

moves the limbs of His creatures towards Guidance.

After being with the Shaikh once or twice I longed to be with
him always. But every disciple and those aspiring to be, felt ex-
actly as I felt. This being the case, we were drawn together to share
in our hopes because the Shaikh was a busy man. He travelled
and moved in the most unpredictable patterns. During the time
when I first met him he was often away on journeys.

On one such occasion when the Shaikh was away I made a
trip to visit his disciples. There was only a small group of us and
we whiled the day away, each harbouring the hope that he would
come. He had given the disciples a task involving writing essays
on Hajj, the greater Pilgrimage. This kept them busy for most of
the day but left me with time on my hands. I was getting a very
gentle introduction to the course of events around the Shaikh,
but I did not realise it at the time. By late afternoon I was impa-
tient, bored and ready to leave. I made my farewells and got into
my car to go.

I had driven the car about two miles down the road when I
heard a clear voice from within say, “Turn the car around.’

I drove back to the house where the disciples were gathered.
They welcomed me back as I told them about the voice. One of
them smiled a knowing smile. That turning around was a major
turning. I turned to face a series of teachings which were more
intensely personal, involving, and spiritually growth-producing
than any teaching I had ever known in all the previous years of
my life.
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That night on return from his journey, the Shaikh stopped at
the house where we had gathered. Dressed in white, he came with
the suddenness of an unexpected wind. He had brought with him
a used stereo console which he asked us to bring into the house
and into the room which served as a mosque. He cautioned us to
carry it carefully, to sit it on the floor and plug it into the outlet.
He then instructed us to start it and to play the record which was
already inside it on the turntable. Two disciples were unsuccess-
ful, the needle sliding across the record each time they attempted.
He then asked me to try and somehow, much to my own surprise,
I was able to make it play.

Albamdulillah! (Praise be to God!)’ rang out the voice of the
Shaikh as he quickly moved towards us three. He then spoke

directly to me:

“You receive the Baraka — the blessings, let me kiss your
hand. How did you make it work?” he asked.

‘I simply turned the needle over,’ I sheepishly replied.

‘Many tried today,” he said, ‘and none but you could make it
work, Alhamdulillah! He then asked for another record, which we
listened to as he spoke.

He asked for the reading of some of the essays which he had
assigned. Three were read, while a fourth was not presented. Since
I had not been given the task, I listened on. There were intermit-
tent remarks about the stereo made occasionally during this time.
One disciple was asked to make some minor repairs on it while
the rest of the group made a decision about whether to let remain
or remove a frame around the dials which had now come loose.
We decided that the machine was just as attractive without it and
that the frame was not necessary.

Later, before leaving the mosque room for dinner, he spoke
to me again:
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“Your task is to find the needle.’

Everyone present had suggested (and I had agreed) that a
needle was indeed what was needed. I thought that it would be
a simple enough task to accomplish. As I moved to remove the
worn needle, he spoke again:

‘I want you to find it without taking the old needle.’

At the record shop I found a baffling array of needles. For the
particular type of stereo of the Shaikh, there were several types
of needles which varied imperceptibly. I had eyed one needle
but I did not choose it. When the shop assistant suggested that
I could not choose the proper needle without the old one or its
number, I found myself annoyed that I could not complete the
simple task. I left the shop. Later, speaking to the Shaikh I told
him that I had gone to the shop and found that there was a vast
assortment of needles.

“Yes, I know,” he said in his characteristic manner. ‘I wanted
you to see that there are many needles, but only one is the right

>

one.

Upon hearing this I felt relieved and thought myself to have
an insight and perhaps be nearing the completion of the task. I
asked if I might come to get the old needle and he consented.
After I removed the needle, he inspected it, smiled, spoke some
words which I did not hear, and returned it to me. I placed the
needle in my wallet for safekeeping and departed soon thereafter.

Upon my return to the record store, again standing before
the cabinet of needles, I took out my wallet only to find that the
needle was not in it.

Astaghfirullah — may God forgive me.” I muttered. I searched
my mind trying to think of where I could have lost it. I could
only remember having removed my wallet the day before in a

small shop. I phoned the shop: no answer. I eyed the needle I
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had originally seen but I did not choose it. I chose another, paid

and left.

Walking along the street, I felt the doubt nagging ever so
slightly but I took relief in having done something. At least I
would not have to face the Shaikh empty-handed. As I was on my
way I passed an old man whom I greeted and shortly thereafter
a beautiful fragrance filled my nostrils. I felt the presence of the
Shaikh. I smiled, praising God, and walked on.

Later, upon seeing him, I was immediately questioned: “Where
is my needle?’

I smiled and removed the needle I had chosen from my pocket.
As I moved towards the record-player, he said, “‘Unlucky for you
if it is not the right one.” It was not. The Shaikh said many things
to me about that needle. These I remember: The needle is your
faith, you lost it.” “You must fight the nafs (ego).” “Your logic will
not work.” ‘It is not the record player, it is the record.” ‘Confusion
is the sister of mistrust.” Somehow that night, in the midst of my
dilemma, he asked me if I wanted to take the Path and if I wanted
to become a murid (disciple). I answered yes, Insha’Allah (God will-
ing), to both questions, meaning it sincerely. He offered to relieve
me of the needle task, but I asked that he allow me to complete it.
He consented and said that my task was to find the needle, but now
without the needle or its number and without taking the cartridge.

Ye shall surely travel from stage to stage.
(Qur'an 84:19)

The needle was on my mind night and day. It filled my
thoughts. I could not forget it. I pondered it. I pondered more. I
read. I tried to remember all of what the Shaikh said. I thought
of how it would be for me if I could stay with God as much as
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my mind was staying with the thought of the needle. I reviewed
the incident from start to the present: my feelings of annoyance,
amusement, confusion, hope, mistrust, fear, insPiration. I had
many bits and pieces but I felt no real sense of clarity approach-

ing. Nothing fully crystallized.

On seeing the Shaikh again he questioned me as to my prog-
ress and I told him that I had little to report. I mentioned to
him some of my personal reflections, but said that I had not yet
arrived at an answer. Again he emphasised that the needle was
my faith, my Shari’ah. He also mentioned that he had offered to
relieve me of the duty in order to put me at my own initiative. He
mentioned that I should especially know that the task was not for
him, but without doubt there was purpose in the task and that
I would come to see its deep spiritual meaning. I left him with
much to ponder, and ponder I did. I reflected and pondered, and

pondered still more. I could not stop.

So wait with patience for the Command of thy Lord, and be not like
the Companion of the Fish, when he cried out in agony.

(Qur'an 68:48)

The following day the needle still lingered in my conscious-
ness. As I went about my business, I continued to consider it.
While driving along the street, headed to the hospital to a visit
a friend, my eyes searched the buildings for an address I had in
mind. Off in the distance, I noticed a very tall building. Some-
thing within said, “That’s the building. Go there.” Not listening,
however, I went to the address I had in mind. Arriving there, the
receptionist said, “The person you want to see is in that tall build-
ing off in the distance.” As I drove there, realisation flooded me.
Everything was clear. My task was to strengthen my faith.

a..




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 15%)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Coated FOGRA39 \050ISO 12647-2:2004\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /UseDeviceIndependentColor
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (timas baski)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 280
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 1200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 280
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 1200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




