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INTRODUCTION

Mevlana Jelaluddin Rumi was
born in 1207 A.D. His birthplace, the Persian town of 
Balkh, lies in a region that is today part of Afghanistan. 
It was the time of Genghis Khan and the bloody 
crusades of the 13th. century. Shortly after Rumi’s 
father Bahauddin Walad (a revered scholar) received 
a prophetic warning dream, he and his family fled on 
foot, narrowly escaping the destruction of their village 
and massacre of its inhabitants. Following an 
extended period of being nomadic, they eventually 
settled in Konya, Turkey (then Iconium) where they 
lived out their lives in relative peace. 

Following in his father’s footsteps, Rumi soon became 
a teacher at the local University and a Scholar in a 
Dervish learning community. The meeting of Rumi 
and a wild monk known as Shams (“Sun”) of Tabriz 
transformed Rumi’s life forever. It was a milestone in 
the history of mysticism that inspired many of Rumi’s 
writings - including 20,000 lines of traditional lyric 
poems (ghazals), the seven volume “Divan i Shams," 
and the six volume book of verse "The Mathnawi." 
This last work, inspired by the death of Shams, is 
considered in some circles to be a signature work of 
Middle Eastern literature. 
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Although never proven, legend has it that jealous 
students of Rumi, who believed the monk mad and a 
negative influence on their master, murdered Shams. 
Another part of the legend is, that upon hearing the 
news of Shams’ death, Rumi began whirling around a 
pillar in grief, verses of ecstatic poetry pouring from 
his lips, his scribes scrambling to capture his words on 
paper. 

LEGACY

Rumi’s Mathnawi is still recited today in both private 
homes and public chai houses - from the Middle East, 
to Central Asia, to India. Some of its parables are told 
as bawdy jokes, others as uplifting teachings. Rumi’s 
poetry is found in bookstores around the world ; 
English translations of Rumi have outsold the works of 
Shakespeare for the past two decades. Translations by 
the American author Coleman Barks, including The 
Essential Rumi and The Illuminated Rumi (with Artist 
Michael Green) have had sales top 500,000. Time 
magazine recognized Rumi as “Mystic of the Century” 
in their December 1999 millennium edition. 

Many prominent figures in the arts and entertainment 
world have embraced Rumi’s poetry. In the early 
1990’s Madonna, Debra Winger, Martin Sheen, Demi 
Moore and others gathered in a recording studio to 
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record a tribute to his writings in spoken word and 
music. The resulting CD “A Gift of Love” was produced 
by the contemporary guru , Deepak Chopra. 

MESSAGE

Rumi’s writings seek to bypass the mind and enter the 
realm of the heart, the true home of “the Beloved” (his 
all- inclusive word for God), the gateway to inner and 
outer peace. In a twist on convention, Rumi tells us 
that “water is searching for the thirsty,” the water 
being the active element here. Though a devout Sufi , 
Rumi has been credited in some translations as 
saying: “I am neither Buddhist, Christian, Muslim nor 
Jew - I belong to the Beloved.” He was so loved and 
respected that on the eve of Rumi’s funeral, 
representatives of the Christian, Buddhist, Jewish, 
Hindu, and Muslim faiths mourned alongside each 
other, in the language of their respective traditions. 

This sense of loss is captured in the words “he who 
understood the voice of the heart is gone - oh woe 
are we!” Rumi’s death on December 17th, 1273, when 
he was said to have lifted the final veil and at long last 
united with his Beloved, has become known globally 
as his “Wedding Night.” 
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Rumi’s revolutionary approach to the Divine forever 
changed the course of mysticism, through the 
interaction between seekers from the many cultures 
and religions that met on the Silk Road to trade. As 
stories of Rumi spread throughout the region, many 
pleaded to be accepted by him as students, seeking 
to embrace his example. Rumi, aware of the dangers 
of spiritual leadership, told these followers to take 
what they had found in his company, return to their 
homes, and to live open and exemplary lives among 
their own peoples. 

Throughout history, religion has too often had a 
divisive influence on humanity, fostering hatred, wars, 
and genocides. The legacy of Rumi has been 
different. In word and example, Rumi delivered a 
profound message of tolerance and compassion that 
applies across all religions, creeds and cultures. 
Rumi’s poetry cracks open the heart to longing and 
love for the Divine, a yearning that is all the more 
relevant in today’s world of lost values, separation and 
alienation. He speaks eloquently of love, loss, longing, 
wholeness, ecstasy, and union: the whole gamut of 
the metaphysical journey home to the Beloved. 

Rumi well understood the interconnectedness of 
species, the web of life, and our roles as caretakers of 
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the planet for future generations. He beckons us to 
return to a life with simpler values. His words are not 
just for scholars and special occasions; they are the 
very staff of life. 

INSPIRED BY RUMI

Rumi’s Mevlevi spiritual order flourishes today in  
America, some 800 years after his death, under the 
leadership of Shaikh Kabir Helminski. His spirit lives 
on through his poetry, through the work of the 
international Sufi learning community, and through 
the architectural achievements of the late Nader 
Khalili, whose Rumi Domes of Light may one day see 
the surfaces of the Moon and Mars. Rumi’s work also 
reaches souls through the ecstatic performances of 
Coleman Barks, the passionate cries for planetary 
healing of activist and author Andrew Harvey, and the 
graceful turns of the Whirling Dervishes.  

The entire world desperately is in need of the rays of 
hope that shine through Rumi’s life, and works. 
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“Listen to the reed flute’s tale of separation . 
Ever  since I’ve been cut from the reed bed 

I’ve made this wailing sound...“   RUMI 



PREFACE

The award winning documentary
"Rumi- Turning Ecstatic” depicting my extraordinary 
modern day encounter with 13th. century poet Rumi, 
is the impetus for this book. The years 2003- 2007 are 
among the most blessed years of my life, for it was 
during this time that I began a mystical journey of holy 
fire and healing grace. While the vines in the 
vineyards of my consciousness still grow green grapes 
unsweetened by someone as rare as the Sun of Tabriz, 
on occasion I have been privileged to sit at the table 
of one whose vines produced the sweetest grapes 
and wine the world has ever known. 

�7
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“I would love to kiss you. The cost of kissing 
is your life.  Now my loving is running toward 
my life saying - what a bargain!  Let’s buy it. 

RUMI 
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CHAPTER ONE

On December 21, the Winter
Solstice of 1997, I drove off a cliff, both literally and 
figuratively; it was an event that forever transformed 
my life. 

I had been driving along a deserted stretch of 
mountain road, on my way to morning prayers at 
Karma Maha Siddhi Ling, a Tibetan Buddhist 
monastery, when I hit black ice. I remember being in a 
state of bliss at the time, chanting in full voice “ Om 
Tare Tuttare Ture Soha” - Holy Mother, please come to 
my rescue. Tara is one of my favourite deities amongst 
the Eastern religions: she is considered an emanation 
of Mary in the west and of the Divine Feminine 
globally. Out of the blue, I lost control of my Jeep and 
plunged over the side of a 6,000 ft. cliff. 
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Ten minutes earlier, I had picked up a hitchhiker, an 
enigmatic woman standing at the side of a barren 
road. I dropped her off soon after, at her request. 
Glancing in the rear and side view mirrors, pulling 
away at the side of the road, I could see no one within 
a 360-degree canvas of stark desert landscape. I was 
disturbed by her ominous parting words: “don’t drive 
off the cliff today.” 

As fate would have it, a ranger had seen me tumble 
over the edge with binoculars, from a nearby lookout, 
and sent help to the scene of my accident. My last 
thought before landing on the hood of the car after 
multiple rolls, was “ Oh no, they’re going to call my 
mother and tell her I’m dead.” In that fleeting moment 
of heartfelt compassion for another, and no 
attachment to my own mortal destiny, something 
quite miraculous happened- the Jeep stopped rolling 
for no apparent reason. 

I remember not losing consciousness. I automatically 
entered into Tibetan Phowa practice from a deep 
place of mind training in preparation for journey 
through the Bardo state. When the Jeep came to a 
sudden halt in its dramatic roll, I did not know if I was 
alive or dead. The setting was eerily quiet and 
profoundly still. The high altitude mountain air that 
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early morning, had the aura of other worldliness. I was 
pinned in the Jeep upside down, my seatbelt was 
locked and would not release. There was smoke 
smouldering from underneath the hood of the car. 
The entire scene looked as though it were a film set 
about the “afterlife.” 

I remember feeling panicked on hearing a small voice 
within me directing me to get out of , and away from 
the vehicle. I saw an image in my mind of the gas tank 
exploding, with me trapped alive in the flames. 

Somehow I summoned up the strength with multiple 
broken ribs, whiplash and other injuries, to lift myself 
to the hood of the jeep, which was now the floor, and 
undo the belt. The car windows were reduced to 
loose webs of hanging shattered glass, tethered only 
by some special safety threading. Even so, I was to 
find shards of glass in my scalp , head and face for the 
entire year that  followed. 

The ranger who arrived at the scene asked me if I 
wanted to call anyone. By this time I had struggled 
free of the Jeep, whose driver’s side door was pleated 
like an accordion, and managed to crawl a few feet up 
the side of the embankment. The ranger helped me 
to the top. All I could think of was to call “V.”, my 
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partner at the time, and ask him to seek the help of a 
shaman in Alberta with whom we had apprenticed . I 
instinctively knew that I was to pay close attention and 
take all that was happening very seriously. My life so 
narrowly being taken away from me, could only mean 
one thing for me in that moment. I was not living the 
life I was destined to live; I had fallen off my path. 
Seconds later, a second car swerved off the road and 
landed right up against my own. If I had not heeded 
that small unspoken voice, I may not have been alive 
today. 

I was kept at a Desert Medical Centre for observation 
for a possible ruptured spleen and punctured lung. As 
prayers began to reach me, I sensed invisible hands 
had begun the work to knit me back to wholeness. 

Still, the following months were fraught with anxiety 
attacks, insomnia, depression, and an increasing grief 
about the life I had lost. “V.” my life partner did not 
know what to do with me. I had deteriorated from a 
vital force to be reckoned with, to an emotional and 
physical shell. 

At the time of the crash, I had been teaching yoga 
classes , swimming miles daily and working out at a 
gym. I was by far, in the best shape of my life. The 
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attending emergency room physician wrote on my 
report ”this professional athlete” suffered the 
following injuries...” 

Here I was, unable to walk without assistance, let 
alone swim or do yoga. Initially, I felt as if my life as I 
knew it was over, and that there was no hope for 
healing. It was then, as fate would have it, that Jean 
and Jo Donna, remarkable women I had met at a 
drumming circle, agreed to take me in, and assist me 
in the first and most difficult phase of my healing. 

Jean and Jo Donna helped me to travel to Tecopa Hot 
Springs, an hour’s drive outside Las Vegas, Nevada. In 
Tecopa I encountered artists, healers, and Native 
American Medicine women. Within hours of arriving, I 
was sitting in the therapeutic mineral baths, which 
were believed to have miraculous healing properties. 
I was filled with stories from fellow soakers of the 
myriad of cures they had been blessed with. The most 
striking one I can remember, is that of a Canadian 
pilot from Saskatchewan, who had fallen 10,000 feet 
out of a plane and lived to talk about it. Suffering 
extensive internal organ injuries and multiple broken 
bones and fractures, he had heard about Tecopa 
some 20 yrs. before, and made an annual pilgrimage 
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to take the waters. He swore they brought him healing 
and a release from pain. 

That first evening, I soaked for 4 hours. I slept like a 
baby for 17 hours, my first time sleeping through the 
night in the 6 weeks since the crash. The second day, I 
soaked 4 hrs. in the morning, another 3 hours in the 
afternoon,  and yet another 3 hours that night. 

I removed my rib brace, which had been my constant 
companion, and local Native elders applied mud, 
which they believed to have curative properties. The 
dried mud acted as a splint of sorts on my ribs and 
neck, and it was not long before the pain had 
lessened substantially. I later discovered that the mud 
was full of boron, a bone building block. Once I was 
well enough to travel, I slowly made my way back to 
Canada,  to be with family and friends. I refused to 
take painkillers, which were against my values and 
health regime, so the growing pain over several 
months reached unbearable proportions, after leaving 
the hot springs. I spent the following year in Canada 
living in unrelenting pain and emotional distress. I 
couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t dress or bathe by myself; 
I had to wear a rib brace at all times. 
Due to scar tissue from a tendon injury and ligament 
hemorrhage in my intercostal muscles, I had minimal 
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core stability and I felt excruciating pain trying to 
sleep on my back or either side. I tossed and turned 
night upon night. I felt broken and humbled. I 
reached a point where I felt I could no longer go on. 

Exactly a year later, on Christmas Eve 1998, I found 
myself weeping at the Crèche of the Baby Jesus, at a 
Roman Catholic Church on the Danforth Avenue in 
Toronto, Canada. My life as I had known it had come 
to an end; in its wake, there was only pain. 

I cried openly, touching the feet of the baby Jesus 
and the Blessed Virgin, asking over and over why this 
had happened to me. What was the message of the 
accident? What was its purpose, its meaning? I felt 
there must be some point to it all that I was missing. 
My head and heart swirled with anguish. 

I walked over to the nearby shrine of the Virgin Mary 
and lit a Novena candle. Please, please, I begged ! 
Show me the way out of this despair and help me to 
heal this pain. I fear I cannot bear one more day of this 
living hell.  

That night, I fell into a fitful sleep and had a very 
strange dream. In it appeared a group of professional 
actors I had known from my two decades in the 
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theatre. They were gathered on a wooden stage, 
under spills of light; there were black cubes in the 
foreground, with black drapes hanging behind. 

In the dream, the actors were reciting verses of poetry 
and prose, singly and in unison. I felt certain that I 
recognized the origin of their words - a 13th. century 
Persian mystical  poet, known solely as  " Rumi." 

Thirteen years earlier, at a conference in North 
Carolina, I remembered being enamoured of the 
words a young man had read from a book of poetry. 
He had been seated in the centre of a hotel lobby 
around 1:00 A.M. A small group of conference 
delegates sat at his feet, hanging onto his every word. 
This was my first introduction to the work of “Rumi.” 
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“Out beyond ideas of wrong doing and right 
doing,  there is a field.  I will meet you there. 

When the soul lies down in that grass - 
ideas, language, even the words “each 
other” don't make any sense."  RUMI 
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As an adult, I had walked  a variety of devotional paths 
including Hindu (with Satsang chanting, Yoga, and 
Ayurveda), as well as various Buddhist traditions. My 
studies of these spiritual traditions led me to a Tibetan 
Buddhist retreat one cold, wintry Canadian Christmas: 
"Silent Mind, Holy Mind." I encountered a certain 
peace and solace on the Mahayana path of devotion, 
and became friends with many like-minded people. 
Along the way, I received transmissions from living 
Masters , including the Dalai Lama. Medicine Buddha 
and Tara Sadhanas (prayers) became two of my 
favourite spiritual practices. 

I was born into a Slovak- Canadian Catholic family in 
Sault Ste. Marie, in Northern Ontario. There I attended 
St. Bernadette’s School , where I often sang liturgy  in 
Latin at the masses of St. Gerrard Majella church,  at 
the end of the street where I grew up. 

As a small child, I remember loving the elaborate 
trappings, ceremony, and music of the Catholic 
Church. I felt not only an enormous love, but also a 
profound connection to some of the saints. My 
mother’s aunt ("Tetka" in Slovak) Julia, whom I loved 
dearly, was a charismatic Catholic, heavily  involved in 
healing circles. The Blessed Virgin appeared to her in 
full regalia, in the most mundane of situations. 
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On occasion, the Blessed Virgin would stand 
resplendent in the middle of her living room, out of 
the blue. Julia would turn and say, "Oh, Blessed 
Virgin, I love you so much." 

Tetka Julia developed cancerous tumours in her 
breasts, and her physicians scheduled surgery . When 
I asked her how she felt about the impending surgery 
she replied with loving surrender- 

"It's okay. If the Blessed Virgin wants to take my 
breasts, I don't mind. Ive raised my children. What 
need do I have for them ?" 

The day of surgery, the doctors performed a routine 
ultrasound to see if the tumours had grown, and to 
determine a strategy for the procedure. To their utter 
amazement, they found that both breasts were 
completely without cancer. I was told that Tetka had  
spent a provisional night in the hospital, and had 
been prepped for surgery that morning . Apparently, 
the doctors shook their heads in disbelief and sent 
her home. 

On another occasion, Tetka showed me a piece of 
wax from a white candle in her house that had melted 
down into a detailed, exquisitely sculpted medallion 
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of the Madonna with child. These were normal 
experiences for me growing up. I was surrounded by 
the Divine in all its brilliance, wonder, and pageantry. 
To me, it just WAS. 

My maternal grandmother, Kristina (for whom I was 
named) immigrated to Canada from Slovakia with her 
husband and my mother Mary, a young girl at the 
time. Kristina, like her stepsister Julia, was very 
intuitive and could see the “other side.” I remember 
her picking herbs and plants from the local forests. 
She would boil them and prepare poultices for her 
children’s ailments. My mother Mary carried on that 
tradition with her own children. 

Growing up in Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, as a child, I 
thought everyone was privy to these otherworldly 
experiences. It was not until I moved to Toronto to 
attend University as a teenager, that I discovered 
otherwise. 

I recall going on my first field trip to Toronto, a ten-
hour bus ride away, for the weekend. 

I soon became aware that a young boy had "followed 
me"home afterwards, to Sault Ste. Marie. He sat on 
the edge of my bed that first night, and stared at me 
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in total silence. He seemed out of place and 
frightened.  Somehow, I figured out that he was dead, 
and that he didn't realize it. I thought I should gently 
tell him and find a way to help him go home. I don’t 
remember who had told me about lost souls, but 
innately,  I somehow knew to direct him to the light. I 
told him not to be afraid, that not many people could 
see him and that’s why he felt so lonely and lost. I 
visualized a tunnel of light in the corner of my 
bedroom ceiling, told him to turn towards it, and sent 
him off with a prayer. He never returned. 

One of my younger cousins, after moving to a new 
home, began to speak to a small boy she saw most 
nights after the lights went out in her bedroom. Her 
curious mother would open the door, to find out    
who her child was speaking with . My cousin would 
only say that she was talking to "Charlie" and that he 
was crying. Her mother eventually called the realtor 
and asked if a child had lived there, prior to their 
purchase. 

She was told that indeed , there had been a young 
boy, and that he had died in the house of some 
childhood illness. Rummaging around the attic one 
day, they found a framed picture left behind by the 
previous owners. As it apparently was the only one 
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ever taken of the boy, they returned it to his grateful 
parents. The boy was never heard crying again,  and 
he never returned to the house. 

Several teenaged girlfriends in my small, isolated 
northern steel town celebrated the “Divine Feminine.” 
I was exposed to ritual, chanting, and concepts 
outside the box of Catholicism,  at a very early age. 

They honoured her through the holding of ritual 
circles, poetry, music, dance, and food- on the Full 
Moon and New Moon, under a blanket of stars in the 
local countryside, far from the city lights. 

As a teen,  I taught for a short time at the Garden River 
First Nations Reserve on the St. Mary’s River just east 
of Sault Ste. Marie. Twenty years later, I was adopted 
by a prominent Seneca Wolf Clan Grandmother, and 
given the name "Sye - Geh - Yeh"(she who remembers 
the old ways). I imagined I had my own native roots, 
hidden in some dark family closet. My love and 
connection to the teachings of the Medicine Wheel 
and Shamanic healing were like a second skin to me. 
It was as though I remembered them, in a form of déjà 
vu, rather than experiencing them for the first time. 
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By the time I was thirty, I had studied, worshipped, 
and prayed in most of the world’s major religious 
traditions,  except Islam. Yet here was an Islamic saint 
appearing to me in a dream. I knew nothing about 
Sufism or Islam but, in an odd way, I remember 
thinking- how perfect! This will round out my spiritual 
search and be yet another pole in the tent of my 
studies and practices. I will become a rainbow warrior, 
honouring all walks as one- Red, Yellow, White, and 
Black / Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism and now 
Islam. I decided to embrace the dream as a sign from 
beyond. To what end, I had no idea. 

The dream I had, of my friends on a stage,  continued 
to haunt me - both in my sleep and waking hours. I 
sought to understand what to do, if anything, with that 
strange vision. I was sleeping on a couch at the time, 
still wearing a rib brace. My nights were fraught with 
intense physical pain and blinding panic attacks. 
Would the pain ever end? Would I ever get my life 
back? 

Finally, after many weeks of silently sitting with the 
message of the dream and mulling over its 
implications, I picked up the phone one Sunday and 
began calling everyone I recognized in the dream. 
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My first call was to Michele, a dear friend and mentor 
in the theatre. When I told her I was thinking of doing 
some kind of Rumi gathering, she let out a joyous 
"Yes!" and added, " I'm in, let's do it!" "Hold on!" I 
exclaimed. "I have no money to pay anyone, no 
money to rent a space, I'm not working and, I'm in 
constant pain."  Still, she said, "yes." I worked my way 
through a long list of phone numbers of friends I had 
in the theatre. When I told them about the idea of a 
Rumi event, every single one of them said they 
wanted to be part of it. I hung up the phone, relieved. 

However, that moment of delectable peace was to be 
short lived. Almost immediately, I felt a gnawing panic 
deep in my gut. I had said yes to the dream, and they 
had said yes to my outrageous request. But now 
what? 

I owned The Illuminated Rumi, a book of Rumi's 
poetry written by Coleman Barks and illustrated by 
Michael Green. For some reason, I peered inside the 
book jacket, and noticed that Coleman Barks lived in 
Athens, Georgia. Before I knew it, my fingers were 
speed dialling directory assistance. I located his 
telephone number, nervously left a message on his 
answering machine, and promptly hung up. Then I 
took a deep breath. What in Heaven’s name had I 
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done, and what would I even say if he called back? 
Within hours, Coleman did call back from another city. 
He was on tour,  and had just picked up his messages. 
I blurted out the entire weird and wild story of how I 
had driven off the cliff, how Rumi had come to me in a 
dream, how I had called all these professional actors, 
and how they all had said yes-  to taking part in a Rumi 
event that I would produce and direct. 

On top of this, I had no money, and was living in 
chronic pain. There was a long pause , and then he 
said "Everybody’s got to follow their dream. Yes! I'll 
come, Tina.” 

Coleman looked at his engagement book; the only 
date he had free to travel to Toronto , that entire year 
of 1999, was October 23rd. my birthday. I hung up the 
phone. I was numb. I didn't know if I should scream, 
jump up and down, or cry. After my initial relief, I felt a 
panic growing. How was I to pull off this event when I 
had no money? Besides, I had never produced or 
directed live theatre before. There were so many 
questions and no answers. I was shaking with a 
mixture of elation and terror. 

When had I regained some semblance of composure, 
I called back my theatre friends and told them the 
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good news. They were ecstatic. We decided that we 
would meet up to plan the event, and organize  
rehearsals . Rumifest ' 99 was thus conceived. 

In another set of synchronicities , the manager of the 
Omega Centre In Toronto at the time, himself a lover 
of Rumi, agreed that his store would sponsor the 
event through ticket and book sales. Crystal, a friend 
of Michele’s and a conference planner, signed on and 
agreed to lend her talents as an event organizer. 

I rented Trinity St. Paul's Church as the venue for 
October 23rd. and 24th. two full days of Rumi events. 
How would I fill those days? Who would design the 
program? Who would do all the hard work that lay 
ahead? 

Trinity St. Paul's required a deposit of $500.00,  and I 
needed to supply them with proof of insurance before 
they would confirm our rental dates. 

There were stage building costs, lighting design and 
technical costs, a sound engineer, and microphone 
rental cost. Where was all this money to come from? 

Miracles abounded, and ” somehow” it all came 
together. Danny, a musician friend , who was also one 
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of the actors, informed us that the Bain Co-op 
Community Centre was affordable as a space to 
rehearse, at only $5.00 an hour. The church 
"conveniently" forgot about the deposit and 
insurance,  until the night of the events. By that time, 
there were ticket sales to cover those costs. Not one 
of the service providers requested monies in advance, 
although I was later to find out that this was an 
anomaly. No one had any idea why. We seemed to be 
flying invisibly, under some sort of protective “radar.” 

Bit-by-bit, everything was being taken care of. 
Suddenly, I noticed I had no pain. The excruciating 
nightly pain of trying to sleep on improperly healed 
ribs was gone, and the night sweats and panic were 
replaced by this enormous feeling of bliss that was 
washing over me. 

Next came the daunting task of designing the show, 
choosing the text pieces, and writing music to adapt 
some of the poems into song. Some people I knew 
called friends,  they in turn called other people,  and 
yet others  came out of the woodwork . In this way we 
found ourselves with a dramaturge, a director, a 
composer, a voice coach, and a yoga teacher. A 
theatre troupe slowly began to take shape. 
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I had read a poem in one of Coleman's books 
containing the line "No Strength But Yours." This is 
how the name for our newly birthed acting company 
was born: "No Strength But Yours Productions." 
Overnight, I found myself cast in the role of Artistic 
Director. 

Funny,  what one can accomplish when called upon to 
serve some higher power. I had no idea what I was 
doing at the beginning of all this. I watched carefully , 
felt my way around, and asked for advice much of the 
time . Somehow, it all got done. 

The amount of talent in this newly formed company 
was enormous. Between us, we had over a hundred of 
years of experience in the theatre- from directing to 
acting, to composing, to singing to movement. All the 
elements we could have wished for were to be found 
in spades. Miracles abounded. For example, a 
colleague in live theatre (Howard) had befriended a 
katak dancer from New Delhi; she had hired Anwar, 
an exquisite world class Sitar player, for one of her 
dance shows. I met briefly with Anwar, and learned 
that he had been sung the quatrains of Rumi in his 
crib in the Urdu language, in his birthplace Pakistan. 
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He shared that one of his uncles was a leading 
translator of Rumi , in Urdu language. Rumi certainly 
seemed to be smiling down on us. 

Anwar had been playing with an extraordinary tabla 
player named Lowell. Together, they had sat at the 
feet of the great Sufi Master Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. 
Anwar and Lowell both agreed to accompany 
Coleman's poetry reading. 

I spent months and months, immersing myself in the  
works of Rumi. I bought various copies of his poetry, 
translated by different authors. I was loaned others, 
and I was gifted yet others. I spent a whole year 
“ruminating", one might say. Coleman sent me an 
entire box of his translations. I remember picking the 
box up one day from the local Post office, feeling like 
it was Christmas morning. I was beyond ecstatic!  

I took to filling my bed nightly with poetry books of 
the bard, somehow desperate to absorb as much as I 
could in such a short time, by osmosis. I selected 
poems that spoke to me the most- ones I thought  
would work best from a theatrical standpoint. I 
emailed those poems to Coleman for approval. He 
expressed his delight at what I had chosen for the 
company to present. 
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He was then to select his own material; I would supply 
the musical accompaniment . My friend Danny offered 
to compose original music to some of the Rumi 
poems, so that the acting company could sing them 
as an ensemble. 

Random House author Teri Degler was to read 
excerpts on Rumi's path of creativity, from her book 
The Fiery Muse. A Persian scholar from another city 
would travel to us, to present a paper on the life of 
Rumi and read selections from the Mathnawi, in his 
native Persian. 

Day by day, inch by inch, every single detail got taken 
care of by hidden hands, deep at work somewhere 
beyond our limited view . Rumi fest 99 had developed 
a life of its own. 

Not everything went smoothly, however. One week 
before the event, we had sold only 75 tickets. We 
literally had no budget for advertising. We had put up 
a few posters around town, and had relied on word-
of-mouth referrals and tickets being sold at the 
Omega bookstore. I was beside myself with despair. I 
wavered back and forth as I debated whether or not 
to call Coleman , and simply cancel the whole event. 
My heart sank. 
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I summoned the courage to call him. Knowing the 
hard work we had done to make it all happen, he 
graciously said he would come anyway, and accept 
whatever fate unfolded. 

The last week was akin to gathering the midwife and 
support team for the final push of delivery. Howard 
and Alice papered the town with posters, and we 
managed to secure a brief announcement on the 
radio, the day of the event. A local Iranian- Canadian 
newspaper offered us a front page ad for only $50.00. 

I ended up having to make an emergency visit to a 
Chinese doctor the day of the event. I could feel my 
pulse pounding loudly in my ears, and I felt 
constriction in my chest, as if I was having a heart 
attack. She reassured me that it was only my blood 
pressure, temporarily elevated in anticipation, and 
that I should go home and relax before the big 
evening. Coleman arrived in Toronto mid-afternoon. 
Never having met the musicians who were to 
accompany him, he only had two hours to rehearse 
Rumi’s poetry with them, as well as participate in a 
technical “cue to cue” with the acting company and 
the guest speakers. 
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The stage needed to be constructed and the lighting 
set up that same morning, as another event had been 
in the theatre the night before. 

All these union technical crews started arriving the 
morning of the event; I became nervous, wondering 
how I was going to pay them all if the house didn't fill 
up that night. 

At long last, some ten months after I had called him 
that fateful day, I finally got to meet Coleman Barks. 
We walked into the theatre and watched a cue-to-cue 
technical run through. He looked at me with 
wonderment. Somewhere along the way, our original 
plans of a little Rumi reading had grown into a 2 day 
visual and musical extravaganza. Surrounded by 
enormous good will, confluence (and some grit and 
grace) we had pulled it all together. Coleman loved 
Anwar and Lowell. He came out to the front of house 
after a brief rehearsal with them and said, "Where did 
you get these guys?" 

A friend of the one of the cast members arrived, with 
amazing multicoloured tapestries, hand sewn with tiny 
mirrors stitched into them. 
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Before our very eyes, she transformed Trinity St. Paul’s 
United Church in Toronto into a semblance of 13th. 
century Persia. Her husband and daughter had been 
brutally murdered , in a random act of violence back 
home. Her generous, loving contribution sprung from 
wanting to contribute to beauty in the world. I wept 
with joy- such kindnesses from all these new friends in 
my life. I was moved beyond words. 

The moment of truth arrived. It was 6:30 P.M. and time 
to open the doors. My heart raced, my mind swam, 
and people pulled on me from all directions. Where 
should we set up the books? Where are such and 
such? Problems, questions, decisions. I didn't know 
which way was up. 

In the midst of answering questions and running from 
one crises to the next, I looked up at one point and 
saw a sea of people gathering in the church lobby. 
Coleman watched on from the sidelines,  as the 
church began to fill up. He shook his head in wonder 
and said, "It always surprises me how these things 
come together," in his silky, southern drawl. 

People began streaming in from the street. Even 
random strangers attracted by the energetic hubbub, 
came in to see what was going on, and stayed.  
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After almost an entire year of wishing, planning, 
hoping and praying - the lights slowly dimmed. It was 
show time. A traditional Sufi singer called out prayers 
at the top of the night. Several scholars and authors 
read Rumi's poetry in Farsi, and in English. Our acting 
troupe performed Rumi's poetry to music and dance, 
in chorus, in cacophony, in mime, and sign language. I 
hosted the event, acted as Artistic Director for the 
company, performed poetry pieces with my friends 
and sang alongside them. 

The entire third act Saturday night was a Sema, with 
visiting Dervishes twirling around, their white skirts 
reflected into the mirror-like surface of the hardwood 
stage. They resembled delicate flower petals, 
gracefully opening. A group of Turkish musicians with 
classical instruments somehow "appeared" at the last 
minute to accompany them. 

Anwar and Lowell's music was one of the highlights of 
the event, along with Coleman's renditions of Rumi's 
ecstatic love poetry and the teaching stories about 
Nasruddinn and the rooster that serviced the entire 
barnyard till he dropped. There were peals of 
laughter, tears of delight, and howls of appreciation. I 
was humbled to be a part such an amazing event. 
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After the performances were over, a few Iranian 
women, newcomers to Canada, approached 
Coleman, shedding tears of joy. A group of Whirling 
Dervishes from Vermont had packed themselves into 
cars and lovingly made the long trip, joyous to be part 
of the celebration. After everyone left, I got down on 
my hands and knees with my silk sari at 1:30 A.M. and 
picked up the crumpled papers, water bottles, and 
tissues under the pews. Not bad for a woman who 
had driven off a cliff , only 2 years prior.  

Our little event, which I initially thought I couldn't 
handle, had blossomed with the help of a whole lot of 
miracles. It had grown into an amazing two-night 
event of songs, dancing, Sufi prayers, music, poetry, 
Whirling Dervishes, and so much more. It surpassed 
my wildest dreams. Coleman teasingly dubbed me 
the "Cecile B. De Mille of Canada." 

I had recorded the evening’s sound off the mixing 
board and had it digitally re-mastered. After 
approaching CBC Radio, they agreed to air the 
program as an hour-long special on the shows 
"Tapestry" and "Ideas," as a tribute to Rumi. 

Rumi fest 99 was to live on. 



Dancing in the Fire | A Modern Day Encounter With Rumi �40

I had fulfilled the prompting in the dream; I had 
gathered together the group of people that I had 
been shown and we had brought to life Rumi's poetry.  
Now, at long last, I could get on with my life... 

Or could I? 
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CHAPTER TWO

Tim Wilson, a producer friend
from Vision TV, had attended the event and asked if I 
had given thought to creating a documentary on 
Rumi's life. I had hired a camera operator to archive 
the two nights of Rumi fest 99, but it wasn't sufficient 
material to cut together for a full TV program. There 
was only one camera; it was locked off on the balcony 
and he had videotaped from only one angle. 

After the stage show, I tried to return to my life, but 
something kept nagging at me. I missed Rumi. I had 
spent a year with him in my mind, my heart, and my 
soul- reading his poetry, speaking his words aloud, 
dancing them, singing them. Somewhere along the 
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way, much like a lover, he had gotten under my skin. I 
came to the crushing realization that I couldn't live 
without him , nor did I want to for that matter. 

Driving off the cliff that fateful day changed my career, 
my focus, and my entire life direction. I fell madly in 
love. Not with a person, a place or anything 
nameable; the only words barely sufficient to describe 
such an awe-inspiring experience are “dissolving in an 
ocean of love.” 

Rumi has a line in one of his poems “ oh Dissolver of 
sugar, dissolve me...” It was like that. A sugar cube, all 
neatly packaged, tight, hard with square corners, 
melting into hot tea- until the tea and sugar are one. 
The sole remaining memory of the separation is the 
slightest taste of sweetness, hidden in the depths of 
exquisite aroma, flavour and majesty. 

In working with the Rumi material, something  cracked 
wide open in me, like a wide smile from one side of 
my body, to the other. 

I can't name it exactly. The best way I know how to 
describe it, is to say that it feels like being held by 
invisible hands and rocked in a cradle of immense 
peace and bliss.  
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Nothing else mattered to me after that show in 1999. I 
missed that ecstatic 13th. century Persian poet. I 
decided I couldn't live without him. I plodded forward 
with writing a TV script outline and pitched a 
documentary about his life to Vision TV. 

The writing went through several incarnations and 
many writing partners. It was first a two-hour 
masterpiece theatre special, then a six-part multi-
episodic series. It kept morphing, somewhat like the 
lines of Rumi’s ecstatic verse within a quatrain. I 
secured a producer at Vision TV, travelled to New York 
and met with the Sundance Channel for a possible 
pre-sale, and had several meetings with PBS 
executives, regarding potential broadcast. 

Out of the blue, the tragedy of 9/11 occurred, and the 
entire world changed overnight. Certain funding 
disappeared from public broadcasting, redirected by 
the government into pressing areas. 

The castle in the clouds that had begun to nicely take 
shape suddenly came crashing down around me. I 
spent the next few years with no investor 
commitment, continuing to develop a script with no 
potential funding in sight. My heart  sank.  
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In 2000, I traveled out to California to film a Rumi 
conference at the University of California San 
Bernardino, and was able to spend time once again 
with Coleman Barks. 

It was here I first met Nader Khalili, the Persian 
architect whose designs of "Rumi Domes of Light" are 
directly inspired by Rumi's poetry. I drove out to visit 
Nader at the California Institute of Earth Art and 
Architecture (Cal Earth) in Hesperia where he, his wife 
Iliona and visiting students, had created innovative 
architecture that may one day house mankind on the 
Moon and Mars, and fulfill the need for emergency 
shelters and disaster relief. 

I drove north up the long coast to Santa Cruz, to the 
home of Mevlevi Shaikh Kabir Helminski. I read more 
Rumi, eagerly listened to more stories about his life, 
and spent time researching his writings. Kabir and I 
spent hours in intense discourse, walking the beaches 
of Santa Cruz , sharing our individual experiences of 
Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism. Our visit 
ended with our shared joy of the all embracing sea 
that is RUMI. 
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Throughout this entire time, I held fast that the right 
broadcaster would appear, at the right time. I kept 
saying to myself, "In God's timing, not mine." 

Alberta Nokes at Vision TV championed my project 
idea over a three-year period, but Vision was already 
committed to a slew of projects. I could tell she wasn’t 
completely convinced that the story I had written 
contained a compelling enough twist for an hours 
worth of television drama. 

Meanwhile, I wooed my new friend Stephen Roloff, a 
seasoned Producer. I kept telling him, "I just know it 
has to be you who produces it!” He kindly declined 
every time I brought it up over the years, always citing 
other creative partners with whom he was developing 
projects with, not able to make the time and energy 
commitment that he knew this story would require. It 
was eventually Stephen however, who encouraged 
me to dig deeper in the well of my own personal 
journey and find the diamond in the carbon. He had 
watched an interview I had given on Wisdom TV in the 
States about my car accident, in which I shared how 
Rumi had appeared to me in a dream. His advice to 
me was that I should appear on screen, telling the 
story myself "a Tina road trip in search of Rumi.” At 
first I balked at the idea. I had spent the majority of my 
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youth as an actor. I wasn't really excited about 
exposing my own personal search for the Divine to 
millions of people, on national television. I was on fire 
to create a film about Rumi, but I wasn’t thrilled about 
publicly sharing what had become a very intimate, 
often  painful journey. 

Finally, after three long, hard years of rejections from 
various funders, foundations and broadcasters, I had 
an early morning meeting scheduled with Alberta 
Nokes at VISION TV. I sat up all night rethinking the 
story line, trying to give it the twist that would attract 
her attention. 

I crumpled up sheet after sheet of paper, trying to find 
the diamond in the rough, until suddenly, the outline 
started writing itself. The core idea for a documentary 
had gone through multiple incarnations. That night, I 
bit the bullet and decided to finally listen to Stephen. I 
titled the document “In Search of Rumi.” I called 
Stephen to ask if I could attach his resumé to the 
proposal as my producer and for some reason, 
unbeknownst to me, this time he agreed. 

Alone in my darkened bedroom that night, I said in 
my prayers "that if Alberta wasn't willing to back us 
with a broadcast license that fall, that I would humbly 
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give it up and move on." I e-mailed the new story 
outline and Stephen's resume off at 3:00 am, and fell 
into a fitful sleep. 

The next morning, somewhat resigned that Alberta 
was going to say no yet again, I grabbed a take-out 
coffee and sped along the freeway to her office 
downtown. I arrived and was ushered in. Stephen 
couldn't make it, so I was alone. 

"Hi, Tina. Yes," she said. "What do you mean, yes?" 

"I mean yes, we're on board, Tina." 

"But," I said, "we didn't even have a meeting yet about 
it." 

"Do you want to make your movie or not?" she said 
with a laugh. 

Incredulous, I hugged her. I asked if I could call 
Stephen from her phone and tell him the good news. 
She said, "go ahead”. Trembling with happiness, I 
telephoned Stephen and reached his voice mail. l 
squealed some kind of "yes! " message "She said 
yes!"... into his voice mail, and hung up. Alberta sat 
there watching me, smiling. 
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I hugged her one last time and left her office, my head 
spinning. I had been fully prepared in my heart to give 
it all up. 

Stephen and I decided that we would develop the 
story together and share producing responsibilities, 
allowing me to both co-direct and appear on camera. 
I contacted the authors and Rumi translators that I had 
interviewed over the past several years and scheduled 
possible dates to travel and film them- Kabir in Santa 
Cruz, Nader in the Mojave Desert, and Andrew Harvey 
in Vegas. We planned to use Coleman's performance 
at Rumi fest 99 to weave the stories and poems 
together. 

We arranged for a cameraman centred out of Los 
Angeles to drive out and meet up with Stephen and I 
the night before the first day of the shoot. He would 
then follow us on the road to the various locations we 
had set up. 

Miracle upon miracle descended upon us. Our Los 
Angeles cameraman called in a few favours and was 
able to bring along some close friends who had years 
of experience in Hollywood. These included a location 
scout, a grip, a gaffer, and a sound-man.  



Dancing in the Fire | A Modern Day Encounter With Rumi �49

We planned the shoot in such a way that they would 
rent the equipment in Los Angeles and meet up with 
us at our first location , September 29, 2003. 

Next, we brought on board a production manager 
and an editor in Toronto. Four long years of hurry up 
and wait, and suddenly the day of reckoning was 
here. We were finally making our movie. 

Alberta recommended that we try and convince her 
colleague Eric Birnberg to come on board, to ensure 
we qualified for Canadian content and would be able 
to access tax credits. Eric's business partner Tom 
Walden would then join us with his accounting 
prowess, as we had to deal with the intricacies of U.S. 
expenditures and Canadian content restrictions. Eric 
and Tom both agreed to join us, and we were off. 
Eric's business sense turned out to be one of the 
biggest blessings of the journey. 

Stephen and I decided that the film crew would 
recount the last 3 yrs. of my life, recreating my actual 
road trip in search of Rumi, documenting the 
unfolding spiritual journey that had taken place along 
the way. 
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At this late point in time, I still felt very uncomfortable 
about being the focal point of the story. However, I 
was encouraged by everyone who joined our little 
team along the way, that my direct involvement 
personalized the adventure; that my very real 
struggles and pain were something viewers could 
readily identify with. 

In the process of making this documentary, I have 
come to realize the importance and value of stepping 
forward and telling our stories- in whatever manner or 
fashion, especially those that chronicle a triumph of 
spirit over a particularly difficult challenge. There have 
been moments of great loneliness and despair in my 
life, times when I felt I no longer had the strength to 
go on. At such times, I would wander aimlessly into a 
random bookstore. Specific books have literally made 
their way to the edge of shelves and fallen off 
serendipitously, drawing my attention to them, 
sometimes with a needed "bonk" on the head. 

Reading those books, stories told by others going 
through similar pain and confusion, changed my life 
in important ways. It seems that often, at our darkest 
hours, a sign will come, if we are willing to open 
ourselves to receive it. During those difficult times, 
when we are truly broken and humbled, help often 
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comes from beyond, if we only ask for It. More than 
one friend of mine has told me of how they too have 
been lovingly “bonked on the head” by a book in a 
bookstore, seeking answers to existential angst. 

Way back in 2001, I had brought the Rumi project 
idea to Hotdocs, a documentary marketplace in 
Toronto, Canada and pitched it to a subsidiary of PBS, 
along with SBS Australia. While both commissioning 
editors loved the idea and encouraged me to move 
forward with it, committed funding never came out of 
those meetings. 

My Initial producer at Vision TV in 2000 had gone on a 
pregnancy leave and never returned to work. I was 
told that I had to go through the whole application 
process again, right from the beginning, with a brand 
new producer. Luckily for me, that had been Alberta 
Nokes. 

I don't know what grace keeps us going at times such 
as these. I often wanted to throw in the towel, but 
some unseen force kept me moving forward. I am 
convinced that the people who finally joined the Rumi 
project at the end, were the people who were meant 
to do the project all along. 
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There was an enormous, growing confluence of 
energies that gathered during the final months of its 
planning. 

Still, it was not an easy journey. There were nights 
when I raged at The Divine- "You want me to do this 
film? Then send me some help, a sign!" More times 
than I care to remember, I lay on the floor in front of 
my shrine at home and wept, devastated and broken, 
unable to go on. 

There is a line from one of Rumi 's poems that always 
gets me: “ If you don't know by now, your living is 
firewood."  To be consumed by the fires of love can be 
frightening, at best. 

Nader said to me, "Mitaraasho Mikharaash" - when all 
is said and done, all that really matters is, sharpen 
your pencil and scratch the paper, until the last breath 
of your life. 

Stephen supported my birthing pains along the way, 
opening his heart to the deconstruction that was 
ripping through me, helping me to recognize and 
celebrate my reconstruction. And there were 
Theodore and Nitin, my two spiritual brothers who 
w e r e f o r e v e r l e n d i n g m e s u p p o r t a n d 
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encouragement, treating me to a meal, providing a 
much needed hug. Sometimes, just a nod of knowing 
was enough to carry on. The Universe has always 
provided a space for me to live in. Miracles have 
come and gone, and so have money and 
opportunities. Doors opened and doors closed, but 
the river of love was forever rushing forward. 

I moved into the third-floor attic of a friend’s house (I 
called it my little princess tower in the sky) where I 
bunkered down to work for a whole year on the 
documentary. Sometimes I felt blissed out, sometimes 
I felt totally deluded, sometimes I didn't know how to 
feel at all. Was I doing this all for love? Was I cracking 
myself open wider to the Beloved and losing that safe 
wall of separation that defines us in the Western 
world? 

Was I wanting to make this film for my own narcissistic 
satisfaction, or was it coming from a vast and far-
reaching ocean of love? 
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CHAPTER THREE

Sitting here in a cabin on the St.
Mary's River in my hometown, having just come from 
Easter dinner with my mother Mary, I can say with 
conviction- that this documentary on Rumi was 
absolutely birthed from an ocean of great love. It was 
a love far beyond the mortal definition of love as 
attachment or ownership, a love so big that it was 
easy to feel as though one were drowning in it . When 
a person leaves the shore of their familiar, known life, 
and embarks on a journey to some future time and 
place that is both unseen and unknown, it is easy to 
lose one's bearing. Up and down become blurred 
boundaries. East, west, north, and south are just ideas. 
It was terrifying for me much of the time, as I kept on 
cracking open to some infinite-less wellspring of 
creativity. 
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Much of the time, I felt as though I were hurtling with 
mind-defying speed to some unfathomable truth that 
had not yet come into shape sufficiently for me to 
comprehend. 

“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and right doing, 
there is a field. I will meet you there. When the soul lies 
down in that grass, ideas, language, even the words 
"each other" don’t make any sense." Rumi 

I plunged forward on blind faith much of the time. 
But, as with many things in life, one reaches a critical 
point, which defines us in the end. 

The night before Stephen flew out to California to 
prepare the shoot with me (I was already there 
scouting locations), I had a meltdown. I called him 
from a phone booth outside a convenience store late 
at night and handed the project over to him. I told him 
I simply couldn't go on. The whole undertaking had 
grown too big and confusing for me to handle; I felt 
lost in a sea of overwhelming emotions, exhaustion 
and anxiety. 
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With calmness and great compassion, Stephen talked 
to me for a long time, as I stood there in the velvety 
darkness of a starry, high desert night.  
Cool and collected, he somehow got me to say that 
I'd wait for him to arrive the next day. I love him for 
that. He knew what emotional and personal costs I'd 
paid while moving the Rumi Documentary forward in 
the face of great adversity these many years. A true 
friend till the end, he wouldn't let me fail now. I 
contacted my friend Hohanna, who has a medicine 
lodge high on a mesa above the desert floor and 
checked myself in for a mental health night. I said to 
myself that if a night at the lodge made me feel more 
centred, and grounded, I would move forward; if not, I 
was prepared to have Stephen take over the film. 

When I arrived, it was past dusk. I had visited there 
before for Shamanic drumming circles, so I knew my 
way around. Hohanna handed me a flashlight and, as 
she turned to leave, she smiled mischievously and 
said: 

"By the way, there is a rattlesnake who has taken up 
residence just outside the door of the lodge. But 
don’t worry. I had a talk with her when she killed one 
of my doves. I told her if she didn't behave, she had to 
leave my property. Have a good night." 



Dancing in the Fire | A Modern Day Encounter With Rumi �57

With that, I cautiously entered the lodge. Even though 
I don’t think I slept a wink all night long, when the 
morning light came, I felt strangely refreshed and 
ready to face the challenges of the documentary that 
lay ahead. 

The night before the first day of shooting, we all 
agreed to meet at the Helminskis house, a 
mountaintop home outside Santa Cruz. Camille had 
lovingly cooked up a feast in anticipation of our 
arrival. Car by car, our crew arrived and we gathered 
around the dinner table, forming a large circle. 

We held hands, bowed our heads and gave thanks. 
Camille suddenly looked up and said to Kabir, "What 
day is tomorrow?" Kabir replied, "It's September 
30th." She smiled and returned her gaze to us all at 
the table. “Tomorrow is Mevlana’s birthday. “ When we 
had made plans for the shooting schedule months 
earlier, September 30th. was just the most convenient 
time to visit all the authors, given their busy 
schedules. In the frantic rush of all the planning, the 
auspiciousness of our start date hadn't dawned on 
any of us. 
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I took it to be an omen, that Rumi was smiling down 
on our efforts to share his works and teachings with 
the world. 

Early the next morning, Stephen headed off by 
himself for the Sequoias to scout an locale for our first 
interview, which would be with Kabir. He met us at 
breakfast, smiling from ear to ear but wouldn't say a 
word. After we finished eating, Stephen, Kabir, and  
me drove out to the spot that Stephen had found 
deep in the redwood forest. We followed Stephen as 
he led us down a trail surrounded by ancient, 
towering redwoods. A few minutes later, Stephen 
stopped and motioned for us to look closely at a 
wooden bench deep in the woods. Kabir and I walked 
over and sat down on the bench. There, between us, 
were two large roses that had been lovingly and 
artfully carved into the rough-hewn bench by some 
master craftsman. Roses are a recurring metaphor in 
Rumi's poetry: “What was said to the Rose lies here, in 
my chest .” 

For me, it was the ever present fragrance of the 
Beloved beckoning us home. As soon as the crew 
arrived at the location and we had set up, we began 
to film the first sequence. It involved asking Kabir 
questions about the historical Rumi and the meeting 
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of Rumi and his spiritual friend and mentor Shams of 
Tabriz. The crew filmed Kabir and I as we slowly made 
our way along the path to a delightful, gurgling creek. 
We paused on the bridge over the stream and leaned 
against the railings as we continued talking about 
Rumi. 

Kabir spoke of the historical and spiritual significance 
of the meeting of Rumi and Shams, two friends on the 
path, who were great lovers of God and the context of 
that meeting within the history of Mysticism. 

When Kabir finished speaking, he leaned back to look 
at the railing where his fingers had been resting. He 
motioned for us to come closer. There, beneath his 
fingers, was inscribed a declaration of love between a 
man and a woman. We didn't understand the 
significance, until Kabir explained that the names 
carved there were of two of his Dervish students who 
were in love with each other. It was only mid-morning, 
and already we had been blessed with more than one 
very distinct sign that someone must be smiling down 
at us from some unseen place. I was awed and 
humbled. 

As the forest darkened in the late afternoon and we 
began to lose our light, it was time to make the move 
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to the beach of Santa Cruz, our second location of the 
day. 

While our sound-man was putting on a harness to 
carry his sound mixer on his chest, a California trooper 
pulled up in an SUV and brusquely informed us that 
we were not allowed to film on the beach unless we 
could show him a permit. Here we were, only one 
precious day to spend with Kabir, other shots to still 
get, losing our light, blocked from filming further by 
this long-faced lawman. The trooper drove off, but not 
without a warning, sure to keep his eye on us. As the 
afternoon light was fading fast and we were about to 
miss an important part of dialogue we needed, Kabir 
quickly came up with an alternate plan. He suggested 
we follow him to a private stretch of beach that he 
knew about, that was only a short drive away. We 
peeled off in a trail of dust and formed a caravan of 
vehicles with Kabir in the lead. 

There was a long winding path down the hillside to 
the secluded beach below. Time was running out, so 
we had to scurry to set up. As I was dealing with a 
herniated disc and the discomfort that this injury 
brings, I had to be escorted down the steep slope by 
two sets of helping hands. 
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As an afterthought to our original script, Stephen and 
I had included a transition sequence that included a 
playful seal pup emerging from a wave and then 
ducking back under. We had planned to seek 
permission from the City of Santa Cruz aquarium for 
this shot, but found it to be too expensive for our 
modest budget. 

Before the cameraman had completely set up, 
Stephen and I looked out over the foam-topped 
waves , to see a sea lion pop his head up, as if to 
check out what we were doing. It was as if he was 
right on cue to our script.  

Back at Kabir's home that night, he shared with us 
some spectacular footage of The Whirling Dervishes 
filmed during a live Sema (turning ceremony) that he 
himself had led years before In Istanbul Turkey. It was 
to later become a key centrepiece for the film. He also 
played some music for us inspired by Rumi, produced 
by Jamie,  a close friend on the East coast. This same 
music was to garner a featured place in our 
documentary. Kabir’s same friend (who sent me The 
Illumination Band's CD from the East Coast) went on 
to design our website, as his gift to the cause. Sure we 
were being guided by invisible hands . 



Dancing in the Fire | A Modern Day Encounter With Rumi �62

CHAPTER FOUR

A First Nations’ Medicine woman
in Toronto had told me almost a year earlier,  that 
Rumi would make his presence known in many ways 
during the making of the film. I had became 
convinced of this. 

Early the next morning, the crew gathered at a local 
coffee shop before the long road trip to Nader 
Khalili's place in the Mojave Desert, a full day's drive 
away. We decided to take advantage of this situation 
and videotape pickup shots of my road trip across 
America. We would drive in two vehicles, each of 
them taking one of the cameras, searching out ways 
to capture "Tina's road trip moments."  
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We did a spot check of the video footage from the 
previous day, before we made the unit move, to make 
sure that the shots we'd taken the day before had 
turned out. 

Satisfied with what little we saw, Stephen and I drove 
off in the white SUV (the "official" Tina road trip 
vehicle), and our crew and equipment rode behind in 
our sound-man's Range Rover. 

We agreed to meet up at a windmill farm we had 
plotted out along the way, which would fulfill an 
image from our shot list that Stephen had put 
together. Along the way, we were both to be on the 
lookout for interesting images that would become 
metaphors for Rumi's poetry in the documentary. 

It was not long before Stephen and I noticed a surreal 
piece of architecture off to the left. It was set high on a 
foothill, looming over the plains floor. As we drove 
nearer, we both became fascinated at what its 
potential might be. With just a glance between us, we 
veered off the highway and headed for it. As we drew 
closer, we realized that the arch that we had seen from 
the road was actually the front of an old mission 
church, dating back centuries. Planted on either side 
of a beaten path that led up to it, were rows and rows 
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of vines heavily laden with grapes. It was fall and they 
were ripe on the vine. 

We jumped out of the vehicle and scampered up the 
hill, Stephen with the camera in tow, capturing 
footage as we went. We couldn't have designed a 
better backdrop with an entire art dept. at our 
disposal; it was magical and otherworldly. "You have 
no idea of how happy you've made me!" I kept saying 
to him. It was a true Tina moment in time (a phrase 
Stephen lovingly coined), a treat planted there for us, 
if we were open to stopping and responding to the 
wonder of it all. 

When we reached the top of the hill, our eyes both 
caught (at the same time) a dust devil swirling across 
the ridge opposite us. 

The sight caused Stephen and me to shake our heads 
in awe. This, too, as with the appearance of the sea 
lion, had been scripted into the story. As if aware of 
our presence, it did a full little dance along the top of 
the entire ridge, growing in size and speed as it rolled 
along, and then disappeared back into the earth 
below, as if it had never existed. 
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 “ In the house of lovers the music never 
stops, the walls are made of songs, and the 

floor dances. ”  RUMI 
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Full from this amazing confluence, we made our way 
down the slope back to the car and crossed the 
highway. There, directly across from us, was a large 
fountain crowned by a cluster of crimson plaster of 
Paris grapes. Purple-tinted water cascaded into larger 
than life chalices below. We could not believe our 
good fortune. Rumi's metaphors are replete with 
vineyards, the harvest, fountains, wine, drunkards- all 
symbols of the mystical journey home to God. 
Stephen choreographed a brief scene where I walked 
slowly around the fountain, through a spray of mist. 
He managed to capture the essence of this odd 
fountain, built alongside a busy Inter- state highway, in 
all its kitschy beauty. 
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“ I, You, He, She, We - 
In the Garden of Mystic Lovers, these are not 

true distinctions."   RUMI 



Dancing in the Fire | A Modern Day Encounter With Rumi �68

Once back in the vehicle, both of us charged by the 
synchronicity and grace of these amazing filming 
opportunities, we glanced to the left and saw at the 
same moment, an old house in ruins. 

Just beyond the house was a long stretch of 
rosebushes in full bloom framing the highway on one 
side. Stephen and I looked at each other. There was 
no need for words . We both jumped out and filmed a 
lovely sequence with the house and its rosebushes. 

Visual representations of Rumi's many exquisite 
metaphors were flowing fast and furious. Would we 
ever arrive at our agreed-upon meeting place with 
this many special filming opportunities along the way? 

We blasted some new world fusion music on the CD 
player and tried to get back on schedule and meet 
the others before sunset. We had no idea how long it 
would take us to get to the windmill farm. 

Just as we were picking up speed, hot red flames 
towered at the road side ahead towards the sky, 
topping piles of mangled branches. Most probably, 
they were old vineyard branches being cleared and 
burned for the next growing season. 
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Stephen climbed on top the SUV, knelt, and began to 
videotape. He jumped back in the car and we drove 
on a bit until we saw an entrance on the left, which 
looked like it would lead us to the rear of the flames. 
We followed a dirt road for a while until we came to 
the rear of the burning heap. We looked into the 
distance, beyond the flames ahead of us. Tall, 
wavering spirals of heat and flames eloquently framed 
the mountains across the highway. The view was 
nothing short of spectacular. 

The heat was so intense, that although I was safely 
inside the vehicle while Stephen was madly filming 
away from a kneeling position on the roof, I could feel 
the temperature rising quickly inside the steel body of 
the SUV. 

We spent at least 45 minutes there, both of us 
mesmerized by the majesty and beauty of the 
towering flames. We realized that we had better get 
moving or we would miss the important windmill shot, 
as we were still a distance away. 

We sped along the Interstate highway at speeds 
reaching 100 miles per hour, oblivious to the fact that 
we were not in Canada with a speedometer 
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registering kilometers. We heard a siren approach 
and saw flashing flights behinds us. Stephen pulled 
over, got his license out of his wallet and hopped out 
of the vehicle before the officer had time to get out of 
his own car. I watched this red-faced officer get out of 
his police car, race towards Stephen and begin 
jumping up and down, his right hand firmly grasping 
his gun as if he meant business. 

His face grew redder and redder as he shouted at 
Stephen. I watched in the passenger mirror, the two of 
them perfect ly framed as i f in a careful ly 
choreographed scene from a movie. I couldn't hear all 
of what transpired, but I'll admit I was part amused 
and part concerned by the unfolding drama. 

I grasped the Tara deity necklace I had hung around 
my neck, and quietly asked for help with the current 
situation. After what seemed like a really long time, 
Stephen came back to the car, slowly turned the 
steering wheel, and pulled back out onto the highway. 

As we drove away, Stephen recounted for me what 
had unfolded. Apparently, just a short while earlier, 
the officer had pulled over another speeding vehicle 
and that driver, too, had jumped out of his car. This 
driver (coincidentally, also a Canadian) had offered 
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the same story about his confusion regarding 
kilometres and miles as had Stephen. The State 
Trooper had asked, "What is it with you Canadians? 
Do you all jump out of your cars like that and confront 
officers of the law?" He'd told Stephen that he saw 
that as an aggressive action, one for which he could 
have impulsively pulled his handgun out to defend 
himself. 

Now we were really running late to get that much 
needed sunset shot at the windmill farm. We were 
relieved to see it ahead of us, on the horizon. But as 
we got closer, the question was, how to enter it? It was 
set back a long way from the highway. 

The sky was rapidly growing dark and with it our 
precious light. Stephen stepped on the accelerator 
and sure enough, another officer pulled us over. This 
one was not in as generous a mood as the first, and 
handed Stephen a $300.00 speeding ticket, no 
conversation, no excuses. 

Once again, but more slowly this time, we drove 
ahead to the place where we wanted to film the 
windmill farm. It was already dusk. Stephen stopped 
the SUV, reached into the backseat and pulled out a 
prayer rug, which he placed on the ground at the foot 
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of the hills, upon which the windmills were exquisitely 
turning to the air currents. 

I sat down on the rug in a yoga pose and closed my 
eyes. The turning arms of the windmills framed my 
head like a halo. I was oblivious to the trucks speeding 
by beside me. Stephen filmed only a short while, a 
matter of a few seconds, before it quickly became 
dark. 

We reviewed the footage in the viewfinder of the 
camera and the shot looked amazing. It was 
absolutely worth the $300.00 speeding ticket. 

In the meantime, we had lost contact with our other 
production vehicle. I was worried because all of our 
equipment was in it, along with our crew. I tried 
repeatedly to call their cell phones, but kept on 
getting voice mail. 

As we sped along to the next day’s location, I grew 
more and more anxious . Why had they not contacted 
us? Perhaps their cell phone batteries had died? 
There were plenty of gas stations along the way with 
pay phones. Our cell phones from Canada had been 
working fine throughout the entire day. 
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 I must have left half a dozen urgent messages for 
them to call us back, between sun up and sun down. 

It was late that evening before we approached the 
hotel we were to stay in. We had hoped to arrive in 
town early enough to scout key locations for the next 
day, especially Big Bear Mountain which was to 
double for the cliff that I'd originally driven off in 
1997. 

Our crew was waiting for us, in good spirits at the 
hotel. We never did find out what happened. Sadly, 
this absence of communication was to become a 
problem. We let go of what had transpired, and 
shared a meal with the crew, discussing the next day’s 
plans in brief,  giving them a morning call time. 
Stephen and I stayed behind at the restaurant and 
held a late night production meeting; the plan was to 
regroup at 5 A.M. to scout Big Bear Mountain, for the 
perfect "Tina rolls off the mountain “ sequence. 

My friend Jean, a local, had gone ahead and scouted 
switchbacks for us a week prior to our arrival, so we 
would have some idea of where to drive and look 
around . 
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The next morning, the remainder of our crew, friends 
of our cameraman, arrived from Los Angeles. These 
uber - talented brothers who formed a wonderful grip 
and gaffer team, became the comic relief for the 
remainder of the shoot. Two brilliant technicians, 
hardworking and ever resourceful, brought with them 
special effects materials for the shooting days ahead 
and a rental truck laden with dollies, flags, camera 
mounts, and other cinematographic goodies they had 
cobbled together through the goodwill of friends. 

Stephen took off after a brief production meeting to 
scout the cliff location ahead of us, and I headed into 
town to take care of payroll for the incoming crew at 
the local bank. I was to meet up with them later that 
morning. 

As I made my way out to the location, I was awed by 
the elaborate camera setup the boys from Los 
Angeles had rigged. Using industrial strength suction 
cups, they had mounted one camera on the hood of 
the SUV and the 2nd camera on the driver’s side 
window, looking in. 

They had also, with a concoction of grip arms and 
flags, created a way to protect the windshield from the 
desert sun's beating glare. 
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I hopped into the production vehicle and Stephen 
directed a sequence of shots. Thankfully, Stephen had 
doubled for me earlier that morning and had himself 
done the stunt work of cutting the Jeep wheel hard 
left towards the cliff side of the switchback, recreating 
the skid that happened years before, which had 
resulted in the roll off the cliff In 1997. 

I had been more than a little anxious to do that shot 
myself, as the trauma from that accident still lay 
quaking , deep within my psyche. 

The cameraman lay crouched in the back seat, 
watching the monitor from that vantage point, while 
Stephen accelerated the SUV and rounded a 
switchback, swerving across the yellow line toward the 
edge of the cliff. I can only imagine what was going 
on in the cameraman's mind. 

With the camera mounted on the hood of the SUV, we 
shot a sequence of shots leading up to the picking up 
and dropping off of the mysterious hitchhiker that had 
stopped my car and warned me of my impending 
accident, the fateful day I drove off the cliff. 
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Stephen had discovered this great mountain, which 
towered above the desert floor, from which the crew 
could climb up and achieve a poor man's crane shot. 
From there, they had a bird's-eye view of the Jeep 
stopping to pick up the hitchhiker at the side of a 
deserted stretch of road. The hood camera mount 
and side camera mount offered an intimate, almost 
voyeuristic shot of what transpired between the 
hitchhiker and the driver. 

By the end of the day, we had captured integral shots 
that would become the basis for the opening of the 
story. We made our way back to the Green Tree Inn in 
San Bernardino (which would become our home for 
the next several days), and prepared to check out the 
California Institute of Earth Art and Architecture (Cal 
Earth) for location possibilities for the next day's 
shoot. We travelled together to Nader Khalili's 
installation near Hesperia, in the Mojave Desert. 

Cal Earth is a learning destination, where architectural 
students and seekers travel to from all over the planet 
to study how to build environmentally and 
ecologically sustainable architecture. 

We were told that Rabbis, Christian monks, 
Palestinians, Jews, peoples from all faiths and cultures 
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had rolled up their sleeves and robes (sometimes 
alongside each other) to learn Cal Earth's building 
concepts of housing the world's homeless, and 
creating sustainable, eco- conscious communities . 

Several years ago, at the Invitation of NASA, Cal Earth 
was at the helm of experimenting with and the testing 
of natural building materials for the possible future 
colonization of Moon, Mars, and beyond. A few years 
earlier Nader, an architect from Iran, had been 
commissioned by NASA (along with a select group of 
architects and scientists) to solve the problems man 
would face when he tried to build on other planets. 

What Nader came up with for his NASA presentation 
surprised many, for it employed the very elements 
that lay beneath our feet. His plans combined the five 
elements of dust, earth, air, fire, water, and ether to 
create an extremely affordable architecture, that had 
already stood the test of time in the Iranian desert. 
Nader upgraded the inherent flaws of Bam, Iran to a 
form he called "Super Adobe". The engineers behind 
California’s stringent building codes have deemed 
Nader’s buildings earthquake proof, fireproof, and 
flood proof. NASA was so impressed by Nader's 
creative ideas, that shortly after his architectural 
presentation there, he was invited to the Los Alamos 
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testing laboratory,  to see if his concepts could pass 
stringent tests to determine if this type of building 
could become a reality for life in outer space. 

What drew me to Nader Khalili and his work was the 
fact that he was whispered Rumi's poetry in his 
homeland Iran by his grandparents, while he was still 
in the cradle. He received direct transmissions of the 
fire of Rumi's poetry before he could even walk. In 
preparation for his presentation at NASA, Nader 
turned to the volumes of Rumi's poetry he possessed, 
all written in his native Farsi, and was drawn like a 
moth to a flame by this particular verse: 

“ Earth, air, fire, water - 
In man's hands they are barren 
but in God's hands 
they are sacred architecture. ” RUMI 

Nader said these words continued to resonate in his 
mind until he realized a way in which to make them a 
physical reality. Thus was born "Super Adobe" 
construction. He devised a way to take lunar dust, 
pack it into fibreglass tubing brought from Earth, and 
curl it around like a beehive, placing barbed wire 
between each row.  
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The resulting structure resembled an upside down 
pot. His plan called for utilizing solar panels to bake 
the "pot" like magma. 

Nader's novel idea could be extremely economical, 
contrasted with NASA's projected cost of three gold 
bars for each pound of conventional building 
materials that would have to be shipped to the Moon 
via rocket ship, to facilitate the building of such a 
colony in the future. In addition to lunar construction 
concepts, Cal Earth students from all over the world 
create imaginative structures made from a multitude 
of materials. 

The United Nations was so impressed by Nader's  
experiments at Cal Earth , that he was presented with 
a H.U.D. award for his design of emergency shelters. 

I introduced Nader to Stephen and the crew, and we 
began a walk about, scouting possible locations. 

Nader had organized an open house to showcase his 
work the next day. Visitors from both near and far 
would be arriving. 

In 2000, when I had visited Nader for the second time, 
I had planted a seed in his mind, to bring Kabir and 
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Camille, whom he had heard of but never met to Cal 
earth, along with a "Caravanserai" of Dervishes 
(students of Rumi who turn), also known as "the 
Whirling Dervishes.” 

I sensed that my idea was a hard sell for Nader, as his 
own vision was not one of a spiritual community such 
as Kabir and Camille had built up around them. 
Rather, his dream was a research and learning 
community where people from all cultures and 
religions would be welcomed. It was to be a place 
where visitors could learn to put their differences 
aside , and build sustainable housing and emergency 
shelters for the ever growing numbers of needy on 
the planet. 

I had simultaneously planted the same idea with Kabir 
and Camille. It was not until the last minute, however, 
that it was confirmed that my dream would come true. 
That very day Kabir, Camille, and some of their 
Dervishes were making the long drive we had made 
down the coast to Nader's installation. I was beyond 
ecstatic. They stopped to eat along the way at a 
random rest stop only to find that at the top of the 
menu they landed at, in the middle of nowhere, was 
inscribed "Bismillah," which means "all praise to God" 
in Arabic. 
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Nitin, my dear friend and our Still Photographer,  
arrived with his cousin and her boyfriend from San 
Diego. Nitin agreed to wait up with me for everyone 
to arrive, as Nader and Iliona lived a distance away. It 
was pitch dark at the desert site that we were to lead 
them to. We were to guide the group of 
approximately 20 Dervishes to Nader's village 
construct, where they would be sleeping for the next 
few nights. It was quite interesting that where they 
would be staying was similar architecturally to 
buildings In the Iranian desert, during Rumi's time. 

It was about 3:30 A.M. when their vans finally arrived 
at the Green Tree Inn. Nitin and I groped our way 
through the blackness of the desert night, finding our 
way back to Nader’s site with no real markers. It would 
only be three hours before we would have to wake 
them all again, to resume shooting the next day's 
activities. 

I was exhausted. I had arrived a few weeks before the 
others and had been doing my own inner and outer 
preparation for the filming. As Rumi would say, I felt 
quite "cooked." 
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“A chickpea tries to leap over the rim of a 
boiling pot.” 

“Why are you doing this??” he cries...  The 
cook knocks him back down with a ladle. 

“Don’t try to jump out. 
You think I’m torturing you 
but I’m giving you flavour, 

so you can mix with the fragrant spices and 
rice and  become the zesty vitality of a 

Human Being . "  RUMI 
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CHAPTER FIVE

It had been Stephen's idea to cast
Camille Helminski in the dramatized role of the 
hitchhiker, as the metaphor of my crash suggested 
that I drove off the cliff of my own ego, a warning 
angel appearing only moments before. This whole 
experience was the inciting incident that eventually 
lead me to produce the Rumi live event and 
eventually this documentary. It was perfect that 
Camille, a Dervish herself and an awakener of minds 
and spirits, should play the role of "the awakener " or 
the harbinger of change in our story. 

We met at a terribly early hour, spending the morning 
in a dreamlike haze of opaque desert morning light, 
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filming the highway scenes that involved both Camille 
and myself. From there, we drove back to Nader's 
where we met up with Kabir and the group of 
Dervishes. 

It was open house day at Cal Earth; hundreds of 
people began arriving when the gates officially 
opened at 10:00 A.M. Among them was a Christian 
gospel choir "Fivacious." 

When our crew arrived, the gospel singers were just 
leaving and I stopped them saying, "I've come all the 
way from Toronto just to hear you. You can't leave 
until you have sung a song for us on camera. If you 
leave now, I will cry." Stephen looked at them smiling 
and said, "She's not kidding. She will cry." With that, 
our camera crew set up and the gospel choir belted 
out several rousing spiritual hymns. 

Next, a group of four generations of belly dancers—
inc lud ing an oc togenar ian , her daughter, 
granddaughter, and great granddaughter— began to 
dance in the village prototype. We'd only been there 
a few minutes and already cultures, stories, and 
traditions were resplendent around us. 
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During Rumi's childhood in Persia, Genghis Khan and 
his men ravaged the surrounding lands; Rumi's father 
received a warning dream prior to the invasion of 
their town, and decided to set out on foot with his 
family for Iconium (today Konya) Turkey. Rumi's father 
was a well known and much loved scholar of the time, 
and it wasn't long before a large learning community 
sprung up around them at the four corners of the Silk 
Road. 

On this auspicious day near Hesperia, California, 
Nader Khalili had created a community where 
peoples of all creeds and cultures were inextricably 
drawn together, to share in Rumi's philosophy and to 
learn sustainable housing for an overpopulated 
planet, rapidly being stripped of natural resources. 

In the midst of this great gathering of spirit, I located 
Kabir and Camille Helminski and introduced them to 
Nader, and his wife and partner Iliona. It was a 
wondrous moment, the meeting of two oceans of 
learning. 

The entire day was a whirlwind of activity. People from 
all cultures and traditions had heard about the 
gathering and of our film crew arriving. Some 200 or 
more people walked the grounds, with Nader giving 
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an informal talk about the architecture, Rumi, and the 
mission of Cal Earth. 

At 4:00 P.M., the “magic hour” on the property, there 
is a narrow window of time in which rays of sunlight 
filter through strategic holes in the Rumi Dome of 
Light. I had dreamt of seeing Camille turn in the Rumi 
Dome. Camille changed into her Dervish robes and 
began to turn for us. Here was my vision made flesh. I 
wept tears of gratitude and joy. Six years longing for 
this moment ,and it was finally here. 

Stephen had climbed up scaffolding to the open top 
of the Dome and was lying prone across a narrow 
board with the camera pointed down directly over 
Camille’s wool hat. The subsequent footage he 
captured was amazing. 

Following Camille's mystical turning in the Rumi 
Dome, we exited to hear the beat of a traditional Daf 
drum and a Ney flute quietly begin to start up, in the 
larger Dome beside us. We took off our shoes and 
stepped into another world, place and time. 

Here in a circle, sat a group of Dervishes, the women 
with headscarves, rocking back and forth chanting the 
name of God in Arabic. 
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We positioned the camera to document the 
upcoming Zhikr (gathering) that Kabir and Camille 
would now lead. Nader entered and took a place of 
honor beside Camille and Kabir. Musicians sat to the 
left of Kabir; the visiting crowd sat and stood around 
the outer edges of the Dome. 

We had rented a steadicam rig that had proved nearly 
impossible for our cameraman to wear. Just minutes 
before, Michael, a young man from Los Angeles, had 
introduced himself to us. He was the partner of Nitin's 
cousin and just happened to be a professional 
steadicam operator. He entered the centre of the 
circle with the cumbersome rig, and skillfully 
navigated his way amongst the group of three 
Dervishes turning in the central opening of the 
gathering. 

I was awed by all the grace and goodwill which 
continued to bless the production. At one point, 
Stephen was operating the "A"camera when he 
noticed a particularly beautiful moment. He directed 
my gaze to Camille's slender hands, which were 
resting on her lap forming a heart shape.  
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The whirlers were by now spinning to the exotic pulse 
of Turkish Ilahis (hymns of praise to God) , the energy 
building to a fervour. 

A beam of light entered one of the open portals, 
illuminating Camille’s hands from below, shining up to 
her face which was framed by a white headscarf. For a 
split second, there was this stark image of a Madonna 
created by the convergence of elements, both natural 
and created by the gathering. Stephens’s eyes met 
mine, and my eyes filled with tears. There were several 
such occurrences during the Zhikr (remembrance of 
God) that one could not even have known to wish for. 

At one point, with Stephen again at the helm of the 
camera, the skirts of two of the Dervishes met for just 
a fraction of a second, forming the shape of a heart, 
framing the faces of Kabir and Camille. We were 
blessed to capture these images on video. 

The Zhikr was comprised of several phases. Kabir and 
Camille would read from Rumi, Nader would recite 
Rumi in Persian from heart, and all of these great 
teachers would spontaneously and without rehearsal, 
move from the dance, to the music, to storytelling, to 
recitation. 
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I continued to have tears in my eyes throughout the 
whole event. Here was my vision, years in the making, 
becoming reality. I never wanted it to end. Nader had 
not been sure of my request to bring a group of 
Dervishes to turn in one of his Domes. He had, in fact, 
questioned the need for it. At the time, I honestly 
couldn’t tell him why I felt it so important. I just kept 
seeing in my mind and my heart this meeting, the 
Zhikr, and the turning. Even Stephen questioned my 
sanity at trying to wrangle such difficult arrangements. 
We had a very small budget, an even narrower time 
frame in which to shoot, and here I was insisting on 
trucking two dozen people on a ten-hour drive into 
the desert, just for a single shot. 

Our experience and the images we captured on video 
were well worth the craziness I had set into motion. 

That night, Stephen and I checked some of the 
footage to make sure we had everything we needed 
before moving the next day to Las Vegas and Andrew 
Harvey. Stephen showed me one shot in particular 
that had been in my mind for several years. He had 
designed a shot in the script where, with my eyes 
open wide, I see that I am driving off the cliff. 
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We had planned to use a crane shot above Camille to 
capture the top of her conical hat and her skirt turning 
as my car sailed over the edge. Seeing those shots 
was more beautiful than I ever could have imagined. 

"See," I said to him, "you had the karma to do this 
Rumi documentary with me." Stephen was an 
experienced television producer that I could never 
have afforded in my wildest dreams. He had recently 
wrapped a five-year run at the helm of a sci-fi 
television series and had begun writing and 
developing his own pet projects with new partners. 

I am sure in my heart that the elements came 
together, when all the right people committed in their 
hearts to see it through. 

Of course, it wasn’t without its dramas or turmoil. We 
ended up having one individual on our team, who 
became very difficult along the way. Valuable footage 
was ruined, necessitating a reshoot several months 
later at an additional cost to us. 

Since this project was focused on the spirit and 
teachings of Mevlana, when I quietly examined what 
had transpired , I could see that it was not so very odd 
that we had these two disparate energies flowing at 
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the same time on the set. Both polarities are present 
in real life. 

The light needs the dark to be reflected against. The 
dark is the backdrop for the brilliance of the light – 
good and bad, right and wrong, easy and difficult , co 
exist as if faces on 2 sides of one coin. 

" Fihi ma Fihi "-  RUMI 

It is what it is.... 

I am still overwhelmed at all the cooperation, 
goodwill, talent, and selfless sharing that descended 
on our little project. Since I began the long journey 
leading up to the documentary, many people have 
come and gone, and in the process contributed 
greatly to its upward growth. Many would be creative 
partners along the way told me to forget it, saying it 
would never happen and that I should just let it go. I 
can't explain why, but that was never ever a 
consideration for me. 

The film idea had grown like a small mustard seed of 
potential in my heart. And now, here it was, this big 
oak tree that towered about us all as we basked in the 
far-reaching branches of its protective shade. 
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The final chapter to the film was awaiting us the 
following morning. We met at Cal Earth to do some 
final shots of Kabir and Nader before our unit move to 
Las Vegas, some five hours away. We hoped to arrive 
in Las Vegas early enough to be able to do some 
location scouting for Andrew Harvey's interview, the 
following day. We headed out on the road, forming a 
caravan across the desert sands. 

Nitin and I drove together, as I had been fighting off 
the pain and complications of a herniated disc, and it 
stressed me to sit and drive any distance. I had 
brought with me a collection of CD's for the long unit 
moves. 

I popped in Tina Turner's greatest hits and Nitin and I 
rocked and sang our way across the desert. I jokingly 
said "Hey, If I married Ted Turner, I would become 
Tina Turner!" We both laughed hysterically. 

It was a much longer drive than we anticipated , so we 
ended up arriving at dusk; there wasn’t time to scout 
locations that evening. 

We agreed to meet for a wrap up dinner at an elegant 
Japanese restaurant chain “Nobu." 
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We had been slumming it for a week, subsisting most 
days on power bars, water, and the odd Tex-Mex 
meals late at night and, if we were lucky, eggs in the 
morning. What a culture shock! From a week in the 
desert with Dervishes and Domes and Rumi scholars 
singing Ilahis in ancient Turkish and Farsi, to the 
glaring garishness of the Vegas Strip. We shared our 
final dinner together; we would all be flying off on our 
separate ways after the Andrew Harvey shoot the 
following morning. 

As usual, Stephen and I needed to huddle and 
contemplate a game plan for the next day's shoot. I’m 
sure neither of us slept more than a few hours every 
night during the shooting. If it wasn't an early morning 
scout or unit move, it was a late night planning 
session, long after everyone else’s lights had gone 
out. 

Stephen and I were to drive out to meet with Andrew 
Harvey in Red Rock Canyon for his interview. The crew 
was to be on standby, on cell phone or in the hotel, to 
receive driving instructions to the location and join us 
there. For the most part, things had gone divinely 
right but for some reason, on this day, they went 
horribly wrong. 



Dancing in the Fire | A Modern Day Encounter With Rumi �94

Stephen and I arrived at Andrew's house, only to find 
that he now had only an hour and a half for us, instead 
of the entire afternoon we had scheduled with him . It 
seemed he'd just arrived that morning by plane and 
had an important conference call booked. We 
repeatedly tried to contact the waiting crew on the 
hotel phone, the cell phone, and the hotel's restaurant 
phone. We wasted precious time driving all the way 
back to pick them up, so they could follow us to a 
deserted location. 

I took a deep breath and glanced at Stephen who was 
driving. I realized that time and daylight were slipping 
through our fingers and there was nothing we could 
do about it. 

Andrew was impassioned. I wept at the juiciness and 
spirit of this great man who has risked so much in his 
personal and spiritual life for the planet's wellbeing. 
Here is a man with unswerving dedication to 
educating, informing and exposing the daily 
destruction and devastation that occurs on a global 
level on our fragile planet.  
Andrew is a true “Human Being” capitalized, a device 
Rumi used to denote authenticity in his time. 
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I whisked Nitin off to the airport, hugged Stephen 
goodbye, and checked myself into a hotel where I 
could decompress from the whirlwind tour of the past 
week. I took myself out for a nice dinner, had a long 
bath, and fell into a deep sleep. When I awoke, I saw 
that there were two larger than life pictures in my 
room: one of Lauren Bacall and the other of 
Humphrey Bogart, two of the greatest screen lovers of 
all time. 

Rumi and Shams are thought to be the two poles of 
the New Mysticism, which was the outgrowth of their 
spiritual meeting together, and the ecstatic poetry 
that sprung from it. 

From Las Vegas, I travelled on my own personal 
pilgrimage for the healing of my back which, until 
now, had miraculously held up under the rigours, 
demands and stresses of the past week. I had friends 
and Native Elders waiting for me at my healing hot 
springs. 

I had begun this journey in search of Rumi in 1999. 
I had found him and , I would be forever finding him... 
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CHAPTER SIX

J u l y 2 0 0 4 f o u n d m e i n
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on Overbrook Av., in a 
house across the street from the Bawa Muhaiyaddeen 
Fellowship. It was Bawa, a great Sufi Saint from Sri 
Lanka, who had encouraged Coleman Barks to 
dedicate his life to translating Rumi as a spiritual 
practice, and a love song to the world. A month 
before travelling to Philadelphia, there had been a 
small kitchen fire in the apartment next door to me. A 
pot had been left on the stove and boiled dry. I 
arrived home one afternoon, only to find a fleet of fire 
trucks and policeman obstructing the stairway to my 
front door with sledgehammers in tow. 

My Rumi film production binders stored inside, I 
stealthily made my way up our fire escape, and 
carried them like a swaddled babe in arms against my 
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breast, to safety on the street below. I could not lose 
that precious cargo. 

Only later did I find out that a visiting youth at the apt. 
had been a student of Bawa since his birth. 

A week before arriving in Philadelphia, I decided to 
buy a cotton gauze blouse to wear during the long car 
ride down, as we were in the midst of a heat wave. 
When I placed the blouse (that leapt out at me from 
the clothing rack) on the counter, the salesclerk 
turned it over reached into the collar and pulled out a 
perfect business card –sized tag that read only BAWA, 
in stark white letters against black. 

I never did have the opportunity to meet with Bawa 
while he was in body. This day I met with Bawa’s 
successor, Ahamed Kabir. He embraced me warmly 
and after a long talk and some deep thought said- 
Bawa gives you his name “Rahima”- merciful one. 

We spoke about where Stephen and I were at with the 
Rumi documentary . He planted a seed in my heart to 
do a story on Bawa in America, the phenomenon of 
his discovery in the forests of Sri Lanka in 1914, 
already an old man and the love he spread in America 
through years of discourses-where he fondly 
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addressed all who came to sit with him as “precious 
jewelled lights of my eyes. “ 

Spiritual seekers still find their way to this Fellowship 
today from around the world, to the tiny room where 
he lived, praised God and at long last left this earthly 
plane. He sang love songs to God at 3:00 am each 
morning; he insisted on cooking large cauldrons of 
rice and dhal and feeding his “children “ as he lovingly 
called them. Talk of miracles occurring in his room is 
still whispered throughout the hallowed halls today. 

Perhaps Rumi is a heart of love that keeps on giving, 
and the next chapter of that giving will be a 
celebration of Bawa’s life in America, through a future 
film. 

Dedicated to all those amazing kind beings, who held 
me, who loved me, who fed me, who wiped my tears 
and who carried me along the path, to the home of 

love. 
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EPILOGUE

Rumi Turning Ecstatic enjoyed a
Television World Premiere on Jan. 18/ 2006. On 
December 17th 2005, the anniversary of Rumi's 
death, known to his followers as his Wedding Day (the 
day he lifted the final veil and at long last achieved 
communion with the eternal Beloved),  the film was 
programmed by a multitude of spiritual organizations 
and churches,  all around the globe. These diverse 
groups participated in artistic activities as part of a 
worldwide celebration of his legacy as Mystic, Best 
selling author and Peacekeeper. 

From December 2005 to April 2007 the film took to 
the road and travelled the entire state of California, 
from the southernmost to northern tip, enjoying 
enthusiastic audience reception from libraries 
churches of all denominations, universities, and 
spiritual centres. It received a “thumbs up!” review in 
the San Francisco Chronicle and made the final cut of 
“ Best of Indies 2007- 2008”( best of indies.com). 
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Landing home in its birthplace of Toronto Canada, it 
screened at Scarboro Missions, an outreach 
community of both lay and pastoral members 
dedicated to building bridges of understanding, 
promoting tolerance, respect and peace on the 
planet. Clips from the film are still programmed into 
World Religion retreat days for grade 11 students in 
the Toronto separate school system. 

The film continues to enjoy audiences around the 
world. It has been screened in 18 countries to date, 
including a special invite to the United Nations for the 
International Year of Rumi 2007 and has been 
translated into 3 languages. 

It is our deepest hope and sincere wish as filmmakers, 
that this small drop of love in an ocean of suffering, 
hatred, greed and divisiveness can make a difference 
in the world, beckoning a few more people back to 
the home that is called ” The Beloved. " 

Tina Petrova 2014 
Toronto, Canada 
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FOOTNOTE:
Rumi translations and trans-literation’s loosely taken 
from: Coleman Barks, Andrew Harvey, Kabir 
Helminski and Nader Khalili. 

A final thank you, to the above authors for their 
passion and holy fire in making The “Persian Bard” a 
household name in this century. 
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