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Driving with Rumi

Jeff Gundy

So let us not be sure of anything,
only ourselves, only that,
so that miraculous beings
can come running to help.
– Maulana Jalal al-Din Rumi

I’ve been talking into this little box with it stuck on pause. But now here I
am, going where I’m led by the roads and the signs and the map, trying to
stay in my lane and in the clear, trying to drive a little too fast without getting
punished, trying to pass some of the traffic and let the rest pass me.

And I have Rumi on the tape player, with spacy Eastern music behind,
Coleman Barks’ wild southern drawl chanting the secret lines. I’ve been
watching the human stuff go by, road and ditch and overpass and cars,
buildings on one side and trucks on the other, how thick it is everywhere.
And I’ve been wishing for some place beyond, behind, above all this, some
place pure and true and real, some place before the human world.

A good way back I passed a field of waist-high brush, brownish scrub weeds
and wildflowers, and as I zipped by enclosed in the car I had a quick impulse
to go hide there, find a place where I could crawl in and take cover. I know
how sentimental that is, how unlikely, but it still went through my head.

And Rumi says this:

But I feel more like a flute
that you put into your mouth
and then neglect to blow.

And I shut the tape off and let that one settle in the stillness for a while as I go
down the road and past a broken-down truck with orange triangles out to
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warn the rest of us, and another truckdriver eases toward my lane to give it
some space as he passes, but I’m here, he can’t go too far. He just has to ease
out toward the white line, and I ease out toward the yellow line and we ease
on, making our little adjustments, waiting for some wind to blow on our
flutes.

And Rumi says this:

No one knows what makes the soul
wake up so happy.  Maybe a dawn breeze
is blowing the veil from the face of God.

And I don’t know what’s in my left eye that’s making me blink and rub it and
blink again thinking if I just irritate it enough it’ll come clean. I know if you
want to feel how small you are there’s nothing like getting in a car by yourself
and driving across the world for a little while, learning again how long it
takes to get anywhere, how far apart the real things are, how tiny your place
in the mind of God must be.

All morning I fussed and stewed on the broken machines I own, how much
time and money they will cost to fix. Now I’m riding in one that’s not broken,
going as fast as I can, my hands a little tired on the steering wheel but I’m
going down the road, wheeling toward Wheeling. Oh, it’s a gorgeous world
and the sun’s going down and the golden November light falls sideways on
everything, the big flatbed semi loaded with the barky slices left from cutting
lumber out of trees, skins bound off to be firewood or pulp, pieces hanging
off everywhere, a big slab nearly in my face as I peel quickly into the left
lane to get by, to get ahead, where it can’t fall on me.

And Rumi says this:

Birds make great white sky circles
of their freedom.  How do they learn it?
They fall.  And falling, they are given wings.

And plenty of things are circling and falling and whirling, the music whirls,
the engine whirls, the pistons and crankshaft, the oil and the antifreeze are
whirling and the blood in my body is whirling, my head is whirling as the
neurons fire and relax, spark and wink. As for me I’m holding steady, I’m
holding the wheel and I’m staying in my lane and I’m getting ready to cross
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the bridge to West Virginia, to the next state, I see the blue metal girders
arching like some coil reaching out of me, out across the water, touching
down, touching something bigger, something older, something else.

– Quotes are from the album Rumi: The Voice of Longing

The Little Clerk

Jeff Gundy

Sunday morning, ten o’clock, north through the greening,
partly ruined hills. Miles of thin grass behind the sign

for the Consolidated Coal Company, no fences, nothing moving.
Then cattle in a scrubby draw, black cow calmly grazing the ditch.

In the restaurant I asked dumb questions: Do you like Chicago?
Do you have sons? We both have sons. Do you feel grief,

you asked, when you think of them? Not about them, of them?
We talk and talk, we do, and then when it matters we go slow

and awkward, hoping not to disappoint. Still you seemed to me
a brother, lost for generations. What should we need to say?

It’s all trying to become nobody, you said. I hate religion.
What is the ground of language, if not prayer? This must sound crazy.

You said, You still go to church when you don’t have to?
And were impressed, envious maybe. I said I’d stopped trying
to escape, I said I’ve only almost surrendered. In Holmes County,
crows harry the red hawks. Tourist farms loll among the strip mines.

Three young men in gray stocking caps and plain clothes pump
their bicycles up the highway towards town. We’re not separate,

you said, we’re just not. Now you’re on a plane, I’m here
with my windows rolled tight, music and coffee and the country
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