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THE SCENT  
Shurawardi 
 
The extraordinary poet and mystical teacher from Iran 
and Syria, Suhrawardi, describes a common human 
experience—the feeling of being trapped with no way 
of escape. Without a doubt everyone has known some 
form of this experience.  
 
Typically, we are either trapped by circumstances we 
feel we cannot change (for example foreign affairs or 
changes in the economy), or we are trapped by the 
limitations that have been imposed upon us by life (for 
example, our gender or nationality), by others, or by 
our own actions. Existence can indeed seem like a cage 
from which there appears to be no escape.  
 
Suhrawardi, however, devises an escape plan. He 
describes the path of freedom beyond the self, the 
pathway comes through a “knowledge of Presence.” In 
his teaching he explains that there can be the profound 
awareness of a larger Self (our own deepest reality) 
which, he knows, actually exists beyond the smaller, 
egoic self.  
 
That paradoxical experience involves encountering a 
personal Presence which appears in our consciousness 
periodically and which beckons us towards a way out 
of the cage, the way of escape. We can only know 
liberation, he says, by being present to that Presence 
which is larger than ourselves and transcendent to the 
normal, limited sense we have of ourselves.  
 
Suhrawardi knows, of course, this to be a form of grace 
to offered us, like a hand coming from beyond the self 
to help clear away the rust from the mirror of our 
hearts. The use of these metaphors is ancient. They 

describe a cognitive center of knowing at our core 
which exists at the very core of our being, deeper 
than the mind and the brain. It is sometimes called 
our “kardial center” or our heart.  
 
To know the divine Presence requires that the 
encrustations which have occluded the conscious 
mirror of our hearts be cleared away. When that 
happens we can begin to see and know more clearly, 
escaping the limitations of the normal perceptions 
which the “rust” has inflicted upon us. Suhrawardi 
knows this to be a miraculous grace (or kindness) 
coming from beyond the self and offering to work 
on our behalf as a cleansing agent so that we can 
fully see again. It clears away the blindness that is 
the cage set around our normal knowing.  
 
To acknowledge blindness, then, appears to be the 
first step on the way to freedom. It is perhaps the 
very experience of feeling trapped that is the first 
key to unlocking the door that will eventually set us 
free.  
 
 
 
Yahya ibn Habash Suhrawardi was a Persian 
philosopher and founder of an Iranian school in 
Islamic Philosophy that drew upon Zoroastrian and 
Platonic ideas. His work and teaching was called 
the “School of Illuminationism,” and the Light in his 
Philosophy of Illumination was the divine and 
metaphysical Source of knowledge. He was called by 
the honorific title “Shaikh al-’Ishraq” (Master of 
Illumination). At a young age, however, he was 
martyred for being a heretic and was buried in 
Aleppo, Syria.  
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A Place for Notes  
and your Journaling:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. When have you felt trapped? What is your 

experience of being caged or entrapped?  

2. Do you resonate with Suhrawadi’s plea or cry? 
Have you ever pled for release? Have you ever 
received it? 

2.   How is the cry itself the first step in release? 

3. The doctrine of "knowledge by Presence" suggests 
that in the Presence of something larger or greater 
than ourselves we come to see things differently. 
Have you ever been in the Presence of something or 
someone who made you see or feel differently? 
Describe this experience. How might the presence 
of another person have this effect? 

4.   Have you ever been such a presence for another 
person who may have felt trapped? How might this 
be understood as an act of grace through your work 
to release and restore sight for someone else?  

5. How would you describe the “rust” covering the 
heart? Remember that in ancient times mirrors 
were highly polished metals that could easily 
become oxidized if they were not properly cleaned 
and cared for.  

6. How do you experience this encrustation 
happening? 

6.   What does it feel like to have rust removed? When 
have you ever felt this cleansing action? 

7.   How does clear kardial seeing and kardial knowing 
release you and set you free? What happens when 
you can see clearly and know more fully through 
the heart? 

8.   How can you participate in your own cleansing and 
cleaning? 
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oday I feel trapped,  

tightly bound in the cage of my own existence.  
I need the scent of You— 

beyond time, beyond being to set me free. 
So just for a moment  

lend me the polish of your grace,  
your presence, 

So I can scour the rust from the mirror of my heart— 
my own deepest Reality.  

 
 
 

—Arranged and edited 
for public reading and illumination by 

Lynn C. Bauman 
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