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b

The Animal Soul
bB

The animal soul’s kept alive by food;
Be its state good or bad, it dies all the same.

If this lamp dies and it goes out, why then
Should the neighbour’s house become dark as well? 

Since without this lamp there’s still light in that house,
Each home has a different sense-perception lamp.

 
That likeness applies to the animal soul;

It is not a likeness of the God-guided soul.
(M IV, 453–456)

BC

ere Jal¥l al-DÏn R‰mÏ contrasts the animal soul with 
the human soul. Each has its own individual destiny, 
a unique modality of potential ‘God-guidedness’. 
Human souls possess an aspect of animal nature, 
which conforms to animal instincts; but they also 
have an aspect of angelic nature, which aspires to 
higher levels of being. Human consciousness has 

H
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been created for the eternal life which shall be ours, 
for good or ill, after bodily death and resurrection. 
When death comes, our animal soul perishes (‘this 
lamp dies and it goes out’); but in ‘the neighbour’s 
house’, as the poet puts it, the lamp of the spirit lives 
on although the lamp of physical life and perception 
has ceased to burn.

The precious r‰^ or Spirit is an imperishable enti-
ty, destined for eternal life in either ineffable bliss or 
unimaginable misery. Failure to live up to the elevated 
nature of our human state is a form of kufr, a word 
that can mean covering up the truth, or ingratitude, or 
unbelief. Not to take advantage of such an immense 
privilege is a betrayal of the sacred am¥na or Trust, 
which all humankind consented to bear on the Day 
of Alast, when our spirits bore witness to the Divine 
Lordship (Qur’an 7: 172). So while the existence of 
appetites in humankind is necessary and ordained by 
Divine Wisdom, our ego in its animal aspects is an 
enemy to the fulfilment of our mission.

ab
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Subduing the Self
bB

O kings, we have killed the outward enemy,
but within us remains a worse enemy than him. 

Slaying this foe is not a task for reason and intelligence:
The lion within cannot be overcome by a hare.

This ego is Hell, and Hell is a dragon
Whose fire cannot be quenched by oceans of water.

It could drink up the Seven Seas, yet still the fire
Of that creature-devourer would not become less.

(M I, 1373–1376)

BC

n Sufi literature we often read that vanquishing 
external enemies is easier than subduing one’s 
own demons. The ego (nafs) is powerful, devious, 
resourceful and persistent. Attempts to overcome 
such an adversary by means of mental operations are 
unlikely to succeed. If confronted with a dragon, the 
poet tells us, one must ‘fight fire with fire’. The sources 

I



I 78 i

I a treasury of rƒm¬ i

testify that many Sufi masters subjected themselves 
and their disciples to forms of self-mortification 
more rigorous than most of us can picture ourselves 
surviving, much less prospering on. Mawl¥n¥ Jal¥l 
al-DÏn was himself a highly accomplished z¥hid or 
ascetic. 

Today, however, people are generally far less 
robust and the emphasis is more often on training the 
self more gently and ‘diplomatically’, by keeping its 
desires from excessive indulgence and exercising them 
strictly within the bounds of Sacred Law: ‘fighting fire 
with water’, so to speak. There is a risk that the self, 
if subjected to more pressure than it can handle, may 
rebel and lead its owner into a potentially disastrous 
state of imbalance. 

Why is it that reasoning alone is normally 
ineffectual in subduing the domineering tendencies 
of al-nafs al-amm¥ra, the imperious self? The mind 
tends to resort to reason to justify any desires that 
arise and to prompt one to gratify them. It is therefore 
necessary to have recourse to a higher faculty to cut 
off or, better, prevent this process. That faculty is the 
heart, which can be purified by the remembrance of 
God and by keeping company with the pure-hearted, 
preferably in person, but alternatively by reading or 
listening to their words. Try this and see. If you sit 
with people for whom the duny¥, this world, is their 
overwhelming concern, this world and its concerns 
will probably start to fill your mind and the Next 
World and the life of the spirit will seem to shrink 
right down. Sit with people whose overwhelming 
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concern is their spiritual life and the Next Life, and 
you will experience the opposite. ‘Be ever conscious 
of God, and be with the sincere’ (Qur’an 9: 119).

In the first line, the poet says ‘O kings …’ He is 
addressing those who are devoted to the Sufi Path, of 
whom it is often said that they are inwardly kings –  
whatever their social status and outward condition – 
whereas devotees of worldly life are poor in that they 
never feel they have enough.

ab
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Guidance by Light and 
Revelation

bB

It is said that after the Prophet and the Prophets  
of old, nobody else will receive Prophetic revelation. 

Why? Revelation does in fact come to people, but  
it is not called Prophetic Revelation: it is what the 

Prophet meant when he said, ‘The believer sees by the 
Light of God.’ When one sees by God’s Light, one  

can see everything: the beginning, the end, the visible, 
the invisible. How could anything keep out the Light of 

God? If it can be kept out, it is not the Light of  
God. The inner meaning of Revelation is there,  

even if it is not known by that name. 
(FMF no. 31, 128–129; DOR 139; SOTU 135–136)

BC

awl¥n¥ Jal¥l al-DÏn contends that although there 
can be no Prophet after Muhammad, the Seal of the 
Prophets, there is a form or mode of revelation that 
still comes to certain individuals. The Qur’an tells 

M
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of Divine inspiration or revelation (wa^y) coming 
to people other than Prophets, such as the mother 
of Moses. Moreover, in Qur’an 16: 68–69, bees are 
spoken of as recipients of wa^y: ‘And your Lord 
inspired (aw^¥ il¥) the bees: “Build homes in the hills 
and in the trees and in woven [hives]. Then feed upon 
all kinds of fruits, travelling the paths your Lord has 
paved for you …”’ According to a Tradition of the 
Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, the only 
thing akin to Prophethood after his own time is a 
dream that tells or reflects the truth.

That God’s Light may guide even ordinary 
believers is evident from a |a^Ï^ (super-authenticated) 
hadith (TirmidhÏ, Sunan): ‘Be wary of the insight 
of the believer, for he sees by the Light of Allah.’ 
All this shows that the light which our senses can 
perceive is only one form, or modality, of what light 
is. The fact that the Blessed Prophet used to pray 
for light all around him and in his hearing and sight 
implies that light is linked not only to perception but 
to understanding. Whatever share of light a mortal 
human may possess can only come from one source: 
al-N‰r (Light), one of the Names of God.

As we read elsewhere in this Treasury, ‘things 
are made known by their opposites.’ Now, imagine 
the plight of those deprived of all inward light (the 
spiritually, not the physically blind); ‘and whoever 
God makes no light for has no light’ (Qur’an 24: 
40). Beyond that level, as the Qur’an (24: 35) tells 
us, ‘God is the Light of the Heavens and the Earth’: 
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that is, the Light of every order of created existence 
from the highest to the lowest. So ‘When one sees by 
God’s Light, one can see everything: the beginning, 
the end, the visible, the invisible. How could anything 
keep out the Light of God?’ 

ab
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Time for Prayer
bB

The prayer is five times daily, but the guideline for lovers
Is the verse that says ‘they who are constantly in prayer.’ 

The wine-headache in those heads cannot be relieved
By five times, or even by five hundred thousand.

 
‘Visit once a week’ is not the ration for lovers;

The souls of true lovers have a craving for drink.
 

‘Visit once a week’ is not the ration for those fishes,
For they feel no spiritual joy without the Sea.

 
Such is the fishes’ yearning that this Sea’s water,
So vast, is just one gulp, too little to sate them. 

(M VI, 2669–2673)

BC

he Arabic term generally translated as ‘prayer’ or 
‘ritual prayer’ is |al¥t. The verb root |-l-w is said to 
be linked with another, w-|-l, which has the meaning 
of ‘connecting’ or ‘reaching’. From that perspective it 
may be said that the basic idea behind the obligation 

T
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to perform |al¥t at least five times in every twenty-
four hour period is to do with regularity in ‘contacting 
headquarters’, so to speak – the headquarters of the 
Lord of All Existence – to express one’s servanthood 
and to seek His help and blessing. Not that God has 
any need to hear from us; it is for our benefit. To 
most people today the idea of worshipping in such 
a visible, demonstrative manner marks out Muslims 
as strangers, and indeed the Blessed Prophet foretold 
that the time would come when Islam would again 
become a stranger in the world, as it was when he 
first proclaimed its message. At the same time, the 
sight of Muslims praying may evoke more positive 
feelings in those with some receptivity to the notion 
of the sacred.

For those in love with God, offering |al¥t is less 
a matter of fulfilling an obligation than of keeping 
an appointed tryst. The phrase ‘Visit once a week’ 
is quoted from a (weak) Hadith according to which 
the Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, 
advised believers to maintain their mutual affection 
by restricting themselves (in normal circumstances) 
to visiting each other ‘now and then’ to avoid the 
risk of tedium. Devotees of Divine Love, however, 
are not content with even five ‘visits’ daily. They 
need to be immersed always in consciousness of the 
Divine, as a fish needs to be in the sea; and to revel 
not only in its revivifying liquidity and freshness but 
also in its boundlessness.

A Qur’anic verse (70: 23) is cited here which 
is normally understood as praising, and deeming 
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successful, those true believers who are ‘constant 
in their prayers’; the poet interprets it instead as 
referring to those who are ‘constantly at their 
prayers.’ In one of his discourses, too, he speaks of 
the ritual prayer as a state of being, something still 
greater than the action of praying. Alluding to |al¥t 
as a ‘visit’ underlines that it is essentially a means of 
contact and communication between human servant 
and Divine Master. According to the Qur’an (20: 14) 
the Prophet Moses was ordered to ‘… worship Me 
and establish the |al¥t for My remembrance’; and 
(29: 45) ‘the ritual prayer deters from indecency and 
wrongdoing, but truly the remembrance of God is 
greater.’ Underlying every ritual (a word that properly 
signifies not a meaningless routine but a means of 
contact with the Divine), and every act of worship, 
is a mystery, an inner reality that the mind cannot 
wholly grasp. 

ab
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