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Receptivity is a passive and feminine quality, while exerting influence is an active and masculine
one. As we shall argue, the key to utmost effectiveness is utmost receptivity. In fact, so-called
feminine versus masculine traits, though commonly associated with women versus men, are not
specific to them, and as this writing pursues, there is space (and necessity) for both of them within
the individual.

The Art of Listening

The magnificent Mathnavi-i Ma’navi (“Spiritual Couplets”) by Rumi begins by the word ‘listen’.
He says [1]:

Listen to this Ney as it complains
Narrating tales of separation.

Rumi says elsewhere [2]:

The infant when first born, being milk-fed
For a while remains silent, all ears
For a while he ought to shut his lips
From speech in order to learn speech

If not all ears and instead soundful
He shall make himself deaf-mute ...

The path of enlightenment begins by hearing the call and attentively listening to it. In fact, in many
languages, fo listen and to obey can be equivalent . We say, “Why don’t you listen to me?”” As the
hermeneutics philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer teaches, in the process of genuinely listening to
someone or something, “we discover validity in it, something about the thing itself that would not
have shown itself simply within our own limited horizon.” This experience manifests the fact that
“something standing over against me asserts its own rights and requires absolute recognition; and
in that very process is ‘understood’.” [4]

Rumi, before the above couplets, says [2]:

The bite and substantive speech are lawful for the enlightened one
You are not enlightened, do not eat, be mute

Since you are ear, and he speech, not of your kind
God instructed the ears to “be silent”

Rumi is referring to a famous verse in the Scripture, “When the Qur’an is recited, then listen to it
with attention, and be silent: that you may receive mercy.” [5] In this context, there are interesting
historical accounts about listening (e.g. [6]). Numerous related words of wisdom have also been
narrated such as: “Ask the people of knowledge what you do not know, and be careful of never
asking them so to trouble (or puzzle) them or test them.” [7]



In fact, we can take one step further and note that even the act of asking is an act of speech, and it
is best for one to be utterly silent [8]:

During the day, [you] saying “where is the day?”
1t gives you away, O seeker of the day

Patience and silence absorb Divine Mercy
[But] asking for directions shows ailment

Accept [the command] “be silent” so that upon your soul
From the Beloved comes the reward of silence

A child is most proficient in learning a new language since it does not assert itself, withholding
pre-conceived notions, grammatical rules, etc. from the new language. Instead, it is all eyes and
ears. Asking asserts direction, whereas permitting the Beloved to prescribe and inspire the path is
far wiser and more blessed. The true art of listening is that of complete surrender. It is a feminine
trait, that brings about impregnation of the soul with countless blessings. We shall re-visit this
notion later in this writing.

On Love of Women

In a famous narration from Prophet Muhammad, we encounter love for a number of things, “I was
made to love women and fragrance, and prayer was made the light of my eye.” [9] There have
been numerous commentaries on this narration. It was noted that the statement is in the passive
tense, not active: he was made to love (instead of saying I love). This was not his choosing, but a
divine will and blessing for him to be such. This narration also appears quite distinct from other
ones on how to act towards women, such as “The most complete of the believers in faith are those
with the most excellent character, and the best of you are the best of you to their women, in
character.” [10] By contrast, this saying is about a genuine love for (and not a particular behavior
towards) women.

The renowned Muslim mystic, Sheikh Ibn Arabi, in his important compendium of mystical
teachings, Fusus al-Hikam (each chapter of which is devoted to a divine quality embodied by a
prophet), concentrates the last chapter (which is about Prophet Muhammad) on this narration. He
comments that women were made beloved to him as they are “venues of receptivity”, reminiscent
of “how nature is to God, Who brought forth in it worldly shapes with [His] willful attentiveness.”
As such, “one who loves women according to this meaning, then that [love] is divine love, and
one who loves them solely in the direction of material desire, has fallen short in the knowledge of
this desire, so that it is a face without a spirit for him, even if this face in reality has a spirit; but it
is not witnessed by one who goes [to her] ... for the mere sake of pleasure ... some [people of
depth] say (poem:) ‘It is true as people say that I’'m in love; Except they do not know my love is
for Whom!” ” [11]

He continues to say about the Prophet, “And since [the time] he was created a servant in essence
and origin, he never raised his head to master-hood; in fact, he never ceased to be in prostration
[and] stillness while being receptive, until God made from him what he made, so He gave him the
rank of active-ness [power to create and influence] ...” [12] Thus, he never ceased to be utmost
receptive, and as a result, actively manifested the Divine will.



The Indian Sword

Unlimited strength may lie within one appearing as meek and frail. Shams of Tabriz (spiritual
guide of Rumi) relates an interesting story:

A person brought an Indian sword to another and said, ‘This sword is Indian.” The man asked, “What
is an Indian sword?” He replied, “It is such that whatever you strike it with, shall split.” He said, “...
we will try it on this upright stone.” He brought the sword, striking the stone. The sword was split! [The
man, having seen this failure] said, “You mentioned that an Indian sword is one that splits anything
that it strikes!?!” He replied, “Yes, but even though this sword was Indian, the stone was more Indian!”
[Shams continues] Moses was more Pharaoh than the Pharaoh! He was wali, but this [Moses] was more
wali than him! [13]

The important word ‘wali’ in the Islamic literature is a difficult one to translate. It is sometimes
rendered as guardian, connoting a sort of authority and power. The root actually indicated
proximity. One who is a true wali finds authority over others because he is in proximity to the
higher realm. He is fully receptive. To the people, he is kind and gentle (sometimes even mistreated
and oppressed), projecting no authority over them by himself. Yet, a world is hidden within him,
and he has become the venue in which Majesty and Glory are manifested. Subsequently, he
overpowers the people, and pulls them under his influence.

Rumi says in another place [14]:

There is an old man drunken with Truth

Within him is Life most pure
Outwardly old, inwardly child

What is he truly, that wali or prophet?
He smiles at you [but] do not see him as such

A hundred resurrections are concealed within him
Heaven and hell are all parts within him

He transcends whatever you imagine him to be
The mosque inside those who are wali

That is the place for all of prostration,; God is there
Up until the heart of a man of heart became hurt

God did not disgrace any nation of the past.

Such an individual, if hurt and broken-hearted by a people, can bring down an entire nation!
Facing the Wind

The magnificent mystical poet, Hafez of Shiraz, constantly invokes a Breeze that he yearns for and
communicates with; for instance, he says [15]:

In the early pre-dawn hours, I was conveying my dreams to the Wind.
The address [then] came: Be content and certain of Divine Favors;
The morning supplication and longing of the night are keys to the Desired Treasure,



Traverse in this path and manner, so as to reach the Beloved.

In a narration, Prophet Muhammad said, “Indeed, there belongs to your Lord, in the days of your
lives, breaths (of wind). Beware; face them!” [16]

These may be very unique events in our lives (e.g. when we lose someone dear to us, when we
first meet our newly born, or when we get married), or more common occurrences, that we miss
out on. We ought to face the wind in this sense. This entails surrendering our being, wholly scenting
the fragrance that is in the air, and acutely listening to the message of the wind. In turn, this
submission would bring about an active will.

The Pontifical Man

It is apt to see how the Wali of God acts as a bridge, transmitting divine purity and wholeness to
different realms:

The concept of man as the pontiff, pontifex, or bridge between Heaven and earth, which is the
traditional view of the anthropos, lies at the antipode of the modern conception of man which envisages
him as the Promethean earthly creature who has rebelled against Heaven and tried to misappropriate
the role of the Divinity for himself. Pontifical man ... lives in a world which has both an Origin and a
Center. He lives in full awareness of the Origin which contains his own perfection and whose primordial
purity and wholeness he seeks to emulate, recapture, and transmit. He also lives on a circle of whose
Center he is always aware and which he seeks to reach in his life, thought, and actions. Pontifical man
is the reflection of the Center on the periphery and the echo of the Origin in later cycles of time and
generations of history. He is the vicegerent of God (khalifatallah) on earth, to use the Islamic term,
responsible to God for his actions, and the custodian and protector of the earth of which he is given
dominion on the condition that he remain faithful to himself as the central terrestrial figure created in
the “form of God,” a theomorphic being living in this world but created for eternity. Pontifical man is
aware of his role as intermediary between Heaven and earth and his entelechy as lying beyond the
terrestrial domain over which he is allowed to rule provided he remains aware of the transient nature
of his own journey on earth. Such a man lives in awareness of a spiritual reality which transcends him
and which yet is none other than his own inner nature and against which he cannot rebel, save by paying
the price of separation from all that he is and all that he should wish to be. For such a man, life is
impregnated with meaning and the universe peopled with creatures whom he can address as thou. [17]

The Might of the Meager

Those who are Wali of God may appear frail and meager, yet they have immense might, and the
key behind that is their liberation from themselves and their child-like (receptive) attachment to
the divine realm. Rumi says [18]:

They are oppressed and orphaned, as trial [for us],
But concealed, I [the Lord] am their Friend and Companion
Beware, beware, they are wearing My garment
They are hundreds of thousands over thousands, while being one body
Else, how would one perform with a cane such art
A Moses dislodging a Pharaoh altogether?
Else, how with a bad curse



Would Noah drown the east and the west?
Did not a single supplication of the vigorous Lot
Dismount their entire county in [their] loss

Begin to dance only when you break yourself
Rooting out the desires and passions
[Those who are wali] dance and move with joy upon the [battle]field
[Real] men dancing in their own blood
When liberated from themselves, then they clap their hands
When they spring away from their faults, then they perform a dance
The musicians perform songs from their within
Oceans performs rounds of applause in their exultation

Close your ears from jests and lies
So to see the [inner] city of the spirit, the luminous one
The ear of Mohammad would rise up to speech
So God said about the Prophet: He is ear
This Prophet is wholly ear and wholly eye
Anew, He consumes milk from us, [as though] he is a child of ours

The last two couplets by Rumi refer to the following verse: “Among them are men who harass the
Prophet and say, He is (all) ear. Say, He is ear to what is best for you: he believes in God and has
faith in the believers, and is a Mercy to those of you who believe.” [19] The mystical Quran
hermeneuticist al-Kashani makes the following commentary about this verse:

‘They say he is only a listener!” They would harass him and slander him for the health of [his] heart,
and [his] swiftness in acceptance and affirmation of what he heard, so [God] affirmed to them ... that
he is indeed like that, though with respect to goodness. For indeed the self that is proud, and coarse and
crude, and combative and unyielding, one that is inflexible on things, and is not influenced, [such a
self] is not receptive to perfection, since human perfection does not occur except through acceptance,
being affected, and being acted upon. Thus, the more that the self is tender in temperament, sound in
heart, and effortless in acceptance, the more it is receptive of perfection and the more intensely it is
prepared for it. And this tenderness does not belong to the category of weakness and naiveté, which
would imply receptivity to everything that one hears even the impossible, and influenceability from
everything that reaches one and that one sees even lies, evils and error. Rather, [this tenderness] is in
the category of subtlety and swiftness in acceptance of the goodness and truth that corresponds to him,
which is why [God Almighty] said, “Say: he is a listener to what is good.” [20]

We end this writing by the following famous and instructive saying:

Verily, he [My servant] approaches Me by the supererogatory deed to the extent that I love him; then
when I love him, I become his hearing with which he hears, and his seeing with which he sees, and
his tongue with which he speaks, and his hand with which he strikes. If he calls me, [ answer him, and
if he asks me, I give him. [21]

In short, if you want to be listened to, then listen [22]. If you want to have the power to influence,
then be utmost receptive.
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[21] This divine saying has been related from Prophet Muhammad in numerous collections. For instance,
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[22] This concept is also applicable in interpersonal relationships. In his great book, “The 7 Habits of Highly

Effective People”, Steven Covey devotes Habit 5 to “Seek first to understand, then to be understood”.

Nurturing the habit to listen empathetically ultimately leads to being listened to.



