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RUMI ’S PARADOXES 
Jalaluddin Rumi 
 
In four statements, like Zen Koans, Rumi gives us 
paradoxes to ponder that can crack the code of our 
human existence. If we contemplate them as true 
understanding, they will help us reach the goal of 
contemplative knowing (or Abrahamic enlightenment).  
 
Each of these lines could be thought of as a “logion” in 
the “Gospel (good news) of Jalaluddin Rumi.” Each 
one is a startling revision of our normal understanding 
of things. They are a beam of light streaming to us in 
our metaphysical darkness. When that light touches us, 
we begin to see the world in new ways, lifting the veil 
of illusion to our own inner vision to see the truth.  
 
The image of the human heart as a mirror is a familiar 
trope in the teachings of Sufism. The heart mirrors the 
divine Reality—the dazzling face of the divine—
reflecting its light back into our shadow-world. Rumi 
sees that on the surface of that mirror there is (at the 
very least) a double image. In a startling way, we see 
our own face startlingly as the image of divine Reality 
itself. How can this be true? 
 
We are in time, moving through it moment by moment. 
We experience the flow of time as one instant 
following another in almost microscopic increments. 
And yet, Rumi sees that Eternity is a taste that lingers 
all across time and is present in each moment. To be in 
each moment, and to savor it, is to taste the Eternal 
Now in time. Time and eternity are two sides of a 
single coin. We typically attend to only one side of that 
coin, but the other side is continually present to us and 
is a flavor we can continuously enjoy.  
 

Pain and suffering are an inextricable part of life. 
We are unavoidably bound to the experience of pain 
whether we want it or not. Rumi sees that we not 
only experience it, we also add our share of pain to 
life. This is itself a difficult admission, but then he 
sees past this hard surface to a truth that is almost 
unimaginable. We are also, he says, in some 
mysterious way, original medicine meant as healing 
for the world. This is an incomprehensible paradox. 
 
Finally, in a world of deep thirsting and sometimes 
burning heat, we are the taste of sweet, cool water, 
and we are the jar that pours it out for those thirsty 
for it. We are both the container and its contents, and 
once we know ourselves as all of that and as an 
instrument in the divine hands, meant to quench 
thirst, we can more readily make ourselves available 
to others.  
 
These “logia” (sayings) of Rumi, these Semitic 
koans, are meant to awaken us from our lethargic 
sleep where we are lulled into the notion that we 
already know everything we need to know about the 
world and how it works. The fact is, we do not. We 
know relatively nothing, but perhaps now we are 
beginning to wake up and arise from sleep, to stand 
up from among the dead, as St. Paul explained it, 
and become cures for the world’s pain.  
 
Jalaluddin Rumi (1207-1273) was an extraordinary 
poet, a wise teacher, spiritual guide, and a Master of 
Islamic spirituality and Contemplative Wisdom. He 
played the role of a spiritual midwife to many 
Muslims, Christians and Jews in his day. His 
spiritual mentor was Shams-e Tabrizi, who 
awakened him. This ancient poetry is meant to do 
the same, to awaken us in our own day.  
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A Place for Notes  
and for Journaling your Answers:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Are you familiar with the purpose of a Zen Koan? If 

not, do an online search to understand its form and 
purpose. In what ways is the Rumi poem similar to 
a Zen Koan? 

2. Which one of these sayings, these logia of Rumi, do 
you hear most particularly? Which one excites you 
or challenges you the most? 

3. Which one confuses you the most, and what is the 
sense of confusion that you feel about it? 

4. You might write each one on a card, and for one 
day take a single card and carry it in your pocket, 
reading it several times a day so you can reflect 
upon it. What happens when you do this? 

5. Do you have a favorite paradox that is similar to 
the ones in Rumi’s poem? 

6. What do you know by experience about human pain 
and what cures it? Have you ever been a medicine 
for someone else’s pain? Describe that experience.  

7. When have you been most thirsty and have tasted 
cooling waters? What was that experience and 
what were those waters? 

8. When you look at the illumination for these sayings, 
how does it combine the four sayings together? 
What do you see? 
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e are the mirror  
as well as the face in it. 

We are tasting the taste of eternity  
this minute.  
We are pain  

and what cures pain,  
both.  

We are the sweet cold water  
and the jar that pours it.  

 
—Arranged and edited 

for public reading and illumination by 
Lynn C. Bauman 

from the mystical poetry  
of Jalaluddin Rumi 

 
These poems are found in the  

Kulliyat-e Shams-e Tabrizi (Volumes 1-VII) 
or the Mathnawi (Volumes 1-VI) 



Contemplating  

the illumination 


