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Wine and its effects – drunkenness and hangover – are mentioned in thirty-three of the poems found in The Essential Rumi.  The oddity here is that Islam forbids the consumption of alcohol, so it is surprising to see wine and intoxication coming up as such an overt symbol.  What is Rumi trying to express in his references to wine?  Is it simply flouting the rules and throwing caution to the wind?  Or could there be something deeper that he’s trying to express by using such a forbidden, yet very powerful, item?  Considering that his poetry is wroth with symbolism that twists and turns and changes from one line to the next, it seems reasonable to assume that his references are more than someone bucking the established system.  Rumi is using the illicit elixir to help us understand the Beloved.

In “Why Wine Is Forbidden” Rumi expresses clearly a possible reason for the Islamic prohibition of alcohol:

“If the wine drinker

has a deep gentleness in him,

he will show that,

       when drunk.

But if he has hidden anger and arrogance,

those appear,

  and since most people do,

wine is forbidden to everyone” (Barks 111).
Though related to becoming selfless too quickly, this passage seems very direct in its statement.  However, this poem, along with the few that mention wine but not as a thematic element, appears to be an anomaly.  Aside from these exceptions, Rumi’s references to wine tend to fall into two broadly defined categories.  In some poems, he uses wine and drunkenness to represent our limited worldly experience.  In this human state, we are too often “drunk with ego and arrogance” (Barks 15).  From this perspective, he’s showing the limitations of wine and why we don’t need it.  Yet many more of his poems seem to use wine to represent the God-intoxicated state.  In “Talking Through the Door” Rumi says to the Beloved, “The musk of your wine was in the air” (Barks 78).  This wine of God is what draws us, Rumi suggests, and it can affect us in many different ways.

Rumi uses wine to show us first how we are limited in this worldly life.  “We’re drinking wine, but not through lips. / We’re sleeping it off, but not in bed” (Barks 41).  Perhaps the best example of this comes from “Who Says Words with My Mouth?”  In this poem, Rumi equates the drunkenness of life as beginning elsewhere, but that with time we will sober up and realize a deeper experience:

“This drunkenness began in some other tavern.


When I get back around to that place,


I’ll be completely sober” (Barks 2).
In the process of coming out of our drunkenness, though, we have profound questions we must ask.  Who am I?  What am I?  What is the real me?  “What is the soul?” (Barks 2)  The suggestion seems to be that it is in this asking that we find our way out of our limitations.

“If I could taste one sip of an answer,

I could break out of this prison for drunks.


I didn’t come here of my own accord, and I can’t leave that way.


Whoever brought me here will have to take me home” (Barks 2).

Being able to answer these deeper questions is the way to pull out of this limited drunkenness.  But Rumi also says that he can’t do it alone.  It’s a quality of grace that we need to be able to truly break free.  We ask the questions, but the answers come from elsewhere.  We must be taken home by whoever brought us.

In moving out of this intoxication we move from the worldly drunkenness to the God-intoxicated.

“No more wine for me!

I’m past delighting in the thick red

and the clear white” (Barks 63).

Here seems to be the most dangerous part of our journey, as Rumi warns us in “The Many Wines.”
“God has given us a dark wine so potent that,

drinking it, we leave the two worlds...

There are thousands of wines

that can take over our minds.

Don’t think all ecstasies

are the same!
...Be a connoisseur

and taste with caution.

Any wine will get you high” (Barks 6-7).

We are cautioned to choose wisely in the wine we’ll drink.  There are many of them that God has given us, some of them better than others.  As we sober up, we awaken.  In our awakening, we find that we are ready to take on another wine, but which will it be?  At the end of this poem, Rumi tells us:

“Drink the wine that moves you

as a camel moves when it’s been untied,

and is just ambling about” (Barks 7).


The wine that comes from God is said to be a powerful wine.  In “Each Note” Rumi says that if people could catch even a whiff of God’s wine, they would give up all their power.  In “The Blocked Road” he says of God:


“Your name is Spring.

Your name is wine.

Your name is the nausea

that comes from the wine!” (Barks 93)

This wine is powerful!  And the wine of God is more than just the intoxication itself; the aftereffects are part of the divine experience.  Though just a little bit can get us high, a little is never enough.  Rumi demands all or nothing of this state.

“Either give me enough wine or leave me alone,

now that I know how it is

to be with you in constant conversation” (Barks 94).


Rumi tells us in many ways that one may contemplate God intellectually, but it is nothing like the experience of God.  “Last year I admired wines.  This, / I’m wondering inside the red world” (Barks 7).  In his poem “Breadmaking” we see the story of a scholar who is given wine for the first time.  At first he resists, saying he’d rather drink poison than drink wine.  Rumi tells us,

“This is how it sometimes is

at God’s table.

Someone who has heard about ecstatic love,

but never tasted it, disrupts the banquet.” (Barks 183).

The king, though, realizing that it would be better to force the wine upon the scholar, tells his cupbearer to do what he must.  At last forced to drink the wine, the scholar awakens to the great joy that is the wine’s God-intoxication.  Rumi concludes this story of the awakening of the self by saying,
“There is a joy, a winelike freedom

that dissolves the mind and restores

the spirit” (Barks 185).

“A Children’s Game” relates in another way how people don’t understand this God-intoxicated state.  When a drunk wonders around aimlessly, the children follow him, “not knowing the taste of wine, or how / his drunkenness feels” (Barks 4).  But we’re all children, Rumi continues, implying that none of us really understand the taste of this wine unless we learn how to grow up.  Can any of us really understand the drunkenness of God if we don’t find a way to experience it?  Over and over, through many symbols – not just wine – Rumi tells us that it’s the experience that matters more than the knowing or the seeing.

“We have a huge barrel of wine, but no cups.

That’s fine with us.  Every morning

we glow and in the evening we glow again” (Barks 2).

When we are truly in the experience, we don’t need cups to drink of God’s wine.  We simply have a huge barrel that we delve into constantly, day and night, morning and evening.  We are fine with the continual glow that comes from being drunk on God.  Through the symbol of wine, Rumi shows us that we move from being intoxicated in the ego to the ways of waking up and being intoxicated in God.  There are many ways we could choose to be intoxicated, but being drunk on God is going to be the most satisfying for us.  Even a small taste will whet the appetite enough to make the soul continue searching until immersed forever in this wine.
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