An | sl am of peace and | ove
By Karim Ben Driss

A doctor in sociology and a sufi in his heart, Karim
Ben Driss has been follow ng the path of know edge
for the last twenty years under the gui dance of
living master. H's views on contenporary Sufismare a
conbi nation of rigorous scientific research and an

I nner knowl edge of this spiritual tradition. An
expression of the love that colors man’s interaction
with the divine Presence and with the world, as
taught in the Sufi tradition, his nessage is al so one
of interfaith dial ogue, between East and West,
between the great religious traditions..

A master perfuner had an apprentice who had been at his

service for a nunmber of years. The master made use of all his
tal ents and experience to convey and teach to the student the
delicate art of perfune making. Beyond the reci pes and proper
dosage to follow, the art of preparing perfune is tributary to

the sense of snell. Wthout this olfactory intuition, a talent
t hat can be taught, cultivated and devel oped, the art of
maki ng fragrances remains illusive, even nysterious. And it

seened that despite his efforts, the unfortunate apprentice
coul d not make his own the delicate art of discerning the
di fferent emanati ons and scents.

One day, the apprentice appeared in the master’s shop | ooking
quite worried and went on to explain that there was a shel ve
in the back of the store on which there was two bottles. He
said that these two bottles were full to the brim and that
their weight m ght eventually break the shelf. He suggested

t hat one bottle should be renoved.

Hearing this, the nmaster perfunmer was surprised and told the
apprentice to | ook again as he was quite certain that there
was only one bottle on the shelf. “ No need,” answered the
apprentice, “ come and | ook for yourself.” The nmaster went to
| ook at the shelf and, as he had thought, saw only one bottle
on the shelf. He turned to the apprentice and said: “ | see
only one bottle.” But the apprentice was undeterred and
expl ai ned that he clearly saw two bottles, trying to convince
the master that he was right. Annoyed, the master ordered the
apprentice to pick up a stick and break one of the bottles, as
this would solve the problem



The apprentice agreed with the master’s solution and did what
he was told to do. But as soon as he hit one bottle and broke
it into a thousand pieces, he saw, to his surprise, that the
ot her one al so di sappeared at the same tinme, as if by magic.
“ Are you happy now?” asked the master. “ | hope that one day
you will come to realize that you are cross-eyed and that
everyt hi ng appears to you in double.”

A Troubl ed Vi sion

According to the Muslim point of view, a point of view shared
by the other great nonotheistic religions, there is, beyond
t he apparent nmultiplicity of the world, an underlying unity
common to all things. This notion of an all-pervasive and
penetrating unity is an intinmate conpani on that he keeps with
hi m t hrough his entire life. This thought nourishes him

gui des himand gives hima direction; in other words, it
provi des Meaning. In tinme, this universe of Meaning is
absorbed, recognized and becones a living reality. In the
Islamc tradition, this relationship with unity, which is none
other than the relationship with God, is the neeting of the
living with the Living. But, this living perception of the
uni queness of Being cannot be realized w thout first

acknowl edgi ng the unity that binds all of creation.

Thus, creation, being a living entity, is a crucial
participant to this spiritual synphony that confirns the
reality of the one and unique God. The traditional Man's
tragedy is to be veiled fromthis unifying presence of the One
Bei ng. The outward appearance of the world is a veil to him
and consequently he is untouched by the underlying unity, both
subtle and all pervading, binding of all creation. Condemed
to suffer the consequences of the adamc fall, traditional Mn
suffers fromspiritual strabisnus. Wien he turns away from his
ontol ogical origins, this squinting brings about disastrous
consequences, as can seen in today’'s society.

The soul, being both a tyrant and a victimof the world of
appearances, can find salvation in the spiritual perspective
offered by Islam Sufism considered “the heart of Islant, is
an expression of this reality. Al the spiritual tools
inherent to this tradition serve as an invitation for the
human being to reach beyond his individual self and realize
the true state of affairs, which is the peaceful unity of al
exi sting things. In other words, the sacred enmanations
stemming fromthe spiritual practice nmakes clear one’ s vision



so that one sees the whole of creation and the underlying
unity beyond the apparent diversity.

The Rel i gi ous Paradox

Modernity has established itself to the detrinment of
tradition. It only established itself, becane legitimte, by
negating the spiritual outl ook inherent to tradition. Wat is
left if the spiritual dinmension inherent to the tradition is
taken out? The answer is as follows: there only remains rules
and codes of conduct w thout real substance. This tendency has
even been stronger with the arrival of post-nodernity. Post-
nodernity’ s reason for being is to assimlate all that is

exi stent, including tradition, and to redefine these el enents
so they be part of an environnent of infinite possibilities
all equal, one with the other.

Post nodernity heralds the crowing of nultiplicity in a world
that has only neaning in a nulti faceted reality.

This trend of evolution has tragi c consequences for a
swal | owed up tradition that is reduced to being only one of
the many possibilities. As a group or phenonena anpngst
others, tradition clains its legitimcy, its rights and
demands an equal presence. Having beconme an ideology, it is
now part of the noisy discourse claimng dom nation
Politically inclined, it contributes to the destruction of its
own potential. The pilgrims staff has, under the influence of
nodern tinmes, becone the stick of the justice maker. In the
nanme of a subjective notion of unity and tradition, the stick
of justice is used as a tool for destruction and braking
apart, as a neans for inposing its falsified views.

M sused, tradition has lost its substance and its nmany
spiritual flavors. Strangely enough, the very elenents that
guided man in his quest for truth and hel ped himget rid of
hi s strabi snus have now becone an argunent for the contrary,
meani ng the reinforcenent of nmultiplicity.

Is this not a religious paradox?

Islam a |l and of peace

Islamis first and forenost a means of spiritual know edge.
When know edge is evoked in Islam it refers to the unveiling
of spiritual truths. This possibility is directly linked to
our reason for being here on this earth. This tradition
recogni zes both the manual aptitudes of the hono faber and the
intellectual capacity of the honp sapiens. But beyond its



natural inclinations, the spiritual tradition of Islam
recogni zes the spiritual predisposition within man. This
predi sposition is linked to the divine breath, which is

i nherent to every human being. According to the Islamc
tradition, God shaped man with Hi s own hands and then bl ew t he
breath of His own spirit within him It is the presence of
this divine breath that predi sposes Man to be the recipient of
spiritual know edge.

Created in God’'s image, Man, in the Muslimtradition, is
concei ved as a theonorphic being whose ontological mssion is
to rediscover this forgotten spiritual space that is his true
i nner nature.

Sufism being a spiritual tradition wwthin Islam assunes this
role. Beyond the exterior outlook on things, Sufismis an
invitation to inner contenplation. Fromthis perspective, the
cult of Islam has no other reason for being than to establish
inside of us this penetrating and soothing unity by neans of
contenplation. This kind of knowl edge is quite opposite to
what the normal definition of know edge is. This kind of
know edge is not consequential to us stealing secrets from
nature or in us its exploitation and neither in us exerting
our dom nation. Real know edge stens from a contenpl ative
vision of the world, and this vision is the fruit of |ove.
Wt hout |ove, we are veiled fromeven the nmere possibility of
bei ng touched by the gifts found in the spiritual scents.
Love, froma Sufi point of view, is an essential condition in
order to be able to open the doors of know edge.

What is knowl edge? There is a path leading to spiritua

know edge. This path, as has been nentioned before, is a neans
by which Man can regain his |lost and forgotten spiritua

di mensi on. Love for beings and creation is the novenent that
brings us forward in our quest, and we are noved by the all -
merci ful presence of God. Let us renenber this divine saying:
“ 1 was a hidden treasure and | |oved to be known, so |
created the world so that | m ght be known.” If then the very
creation of the universe is an act of |ove, how can we not
echo love with |ove?

Spiritual knowl edge is the gift we receive when we | ovingly
follow the path of return to the divine. This “retracing the
arc of origin” is achieved through a series of unveilings, and
each one reveals a particular aspect of this know edge.

“He who knows hinmself, knows his Lord”, we are renmi nded in the
sacred texts. This returning to the source of Being is, in a
way, made possible by affirmng the negative: the nore we know
and understand our limts, the nore God reveals His infinite
mercy to us.



Those who have “ retraced the arc of origin” back to the very
source of existence are known in Islamas Sufis. So many

tal es, stories, anecdotes, poens, treatises and revel ations
have been handed down to us as an invitation to this spiritual
awakeni ng. For those who aspired to this kind of know edge of
Being, their entire Iife was an opportunity for | earning.
These nmen and wonen, known as the people of God (ahl G Lah)
have, by their |ove of God, reestablished contact with this
sacred breath present in all of us and thus clained victory
over their strabisnmus. According to the Sufi tradition, by
realizing the full potential of this spiritual dinension

i nherent to the human being, they have attained the highest
degree of “humanness”, nobre precisely theonorphic, and reached
the ultimate aim the intimte know edge of God. This is why
such a person is called the “ knower of God”.

I would Iike to take as an exanple Jal aluddin Rum , one of the
great figures of the Sufi tradition. The events surroundi ng
his death in 1273 were in thenselves a great source of
teaching. On the day of his burial, as the procession, nmainly
conposed of his followers and Muslinms, was headi ng towards the
cenetery, an increasing nunber of Christians and Jews began to
join their ranks. The Christians, deeply distraught, clainmed
that Rum was one of them “ But no,” replied the Jews “ he is
one of us”. The Muslins, unable to contain thenselves
rectified the situation by saying to both groups that Rum was
a Sufi, and first and forenost a Muslim Then, at that nonent,
they all realized that what had brought themtogether was
their love for this sublinme Master and that what united them
was above religion and that it lay in a kingdom where reigned
an infinite peace.



