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UNRAVELING THE INNER COSMOS: THE MASNAVI I
MANAVI AND THE ART OF OMPHALOSKEPSIS

In  an  age  dominated  by  constant  digital  noise,  external
validation,  and  relentless  distraction,  the  ancient  practice  of
turning  inward  has  never  felt  more  revolutionary—or  more
necessary.  At  the  heart  of  this  introspective  journey  lies  a
concept as curious as it is profound: omphaloskepsis, the art of
navel-gazing. Far from its modern, derisive connotation of self-
indulgent  lethargy,  this  term  finds  a  deeply  spiritual  and
intellectual home within the pages of one of the world's greatest
mystical texts: the Masnavi I Manavi. To explore the Masnavi I
Manavi omphaloskepsis nexus is to embark on a journey into
the  very  soul  of  Sufi  thought,  where  the  physical  act  of
contemplation becomes a gateway to divine truth. This article
delves into the rich symbiosis between Rumi's timeless epic and
the  disciplined  practice  of  self-reflection,  revealing  how  this
ancient wisdom remains strikingly relevant for modern seekers.

WHAT IS THE MASNAVI I MANAVI? THE QURAN OF

THE PERSIAN TONGUE

To  understand  the  profound  nature  of  this  contemplative
practice,  one must first  appreciate the monumental  work that is
the Masnavi I Manavi. Composed by the revered 13th-century
Persian poet  and Sufi mystic,  Jalal  ad-Din  Muhammad Rumi,  the
Masnavi is often referred to as the "Quran in Persian." This is not
a mere literary compliment;  it  signifies the text's  revered status
as  a  comprehensive  guide  to  the  mystical  path  of  Islam.
Consisting of  over 25,000 rhyming couplets spread across six
books, the Masnavi is a sprawling, intricate tapestry of stories,
parables, and theological discourses.
Unlike a conventional systematic theology, Rumi's masterpiece
uses the power of narrative to illuminate the deepest truths of
the human condition. It is a guidebook for the salik, the spiritual
traveler, who seeks to navigate the treacherous terrain of the ego
(nafs) and arrive at the ultimate reality: union with the Divine.
The stories within the Masnavi—of the merchant and the parrot,
the thirsty man who throws bricks into the water, or the chickpea
that argues with the cook—are not simple fables. Each tale is a
layered  allegory,  a  mirror  held  up  to  the  reader's  own soul,
inviting introspection. This is where the connection to Masnavi I
Manavi  omphaloskepsis  becomes  clear.  The  text  does  not
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simply ask you to read; it demands that you reflect.

DEFINING OMPHALOSKEPSIS: MORE THAN JUST
NAVEL-GAZING

The  term  omphaloskepsis  derives  from  the  Greek  words
omphalos  (navel)  and  skepsis  (examination).  In  its  original,
historical context, particularly within Eastern Orthodox Christian
mysticism  (hesychasm),  it  referred  to  a  specific  meditative
posture where the practitioner would fix their gaze on their navel
while focusing on the "Jesus Prayer." This physical act was a tool
to quiet the mind, concentrate the attention, and facilitate a state
of inner stillness. Sadly, the term has been co-opted in modern
parlance to deride excessive introspection, often painted as a
waste of time.
H o w e v e r ,  w h e n  w e  s p e a k  o f  Masnav i  I  Manav i
omphaloskepsis, we are reclaiming the term's original, potent
meaning. It  represents a disciplined, purposeful turning of the
awareness  inward.  It  is  not  empty  daydreaming  or  passive
contemplation.  Instead,  it  is  an active,  energetic  engagement
with one's own psyche. It is the process of peeling back the layers
of  the  self—the  fears,  desires,  attachments,  and  false
identities—to uncover the divine spark that lies at the core of
every human being. Rumi himself was a master of this art, and
his Masnavi is the definitive manual for its practice.

The Distinction Between
Healthy Introspection and
Narcissism
A crucial nuance in understanding omphaloskepsis as taught
through  the  Masnavi  is  the  distinction  between  healthy
introspection and pathological narcissism. The former is a quest
for self-transcendence, while the latter is a form of self-worship.
Rumi’s  method  of  self-reflection  is  not  about  aggrandizing  the
ego or  becoming obsessed with  one's  own emotions.  On the
contrary, the goal is to witness the ego's machinations, to see its
illusions for what they are, and ultimately to dissolve them.
The  Masnavi  is  filled  with  stories  that  dismantle  the  ego's
pretensions. One famous tale tells of a man who knocks on a
friend's door. The friend asks, "Who is there?" The man replies, "It
is I." The friend tells him to go away, as he is not ready. After a
year of travel and hardship, the man returns and knocks again.
Again, the friend asks, "Who is there?" This time, the man replies,
"It is You." The door opens. This parable perfectly illustrates the
goal of genuine omphaloskepsis as prescribed by the Masnavi:
to move from a state of separation ("I") to a state of unity ("You"),
a process that requires rigorous and honest self-examination to
identify and surrender the false self.
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THE MASNAVI AS A MIRROR: PRACTICAL METHODS OF
INTROSPECTION

How,  then,  does  one  practice  the  specific  brand  of  Masnavi  I
Manavi omphaloskepsis? Rumi provides numerous implicit and
explicit methods throughout his work. The text itself functions as
a mirror, and the act of reading it is a form of omphaloskepsis.

Reading as a Spiritual
Exercise
The first step is to approach the Masnavi not as an academic text
to be analyzed, but as a living guide. Rumi instructs the reader to
engage with his stories actively. Ask yourself:

Which character in this story do I resemble right now?
What is the "brick without fire" that I am trying to build in
my own life?
Where in my life am I acting like the foolish man who seeks
water but runs from rain?

This  active,  questioning  approach  transforms  reading  into  a
contemplative practice. It is the intellectual and spiritual form of
omphaloskepsis,  where the "navel"  is  your  own current  life
situation, and the "gaze" is the light of wisdom from the story.

The Role of Solitude and
Silence
The  practice  of  Masnavi  I  Manavi  omphaloskepsis  cannot
flourish  in  a  perpetually  noisy  environment.  Rumi  often  extolls
the virtues of silence (khamushi) as the language of God. In the
quiet, the constant chatter of the mind begins to settle. This is
not an easy process. The mind, like a wild horse, will resist. The
practice  involves  sitting  in  stillness,  perhaps  after  reading  a
passage from the Masnavi, and simply observing the thoughts
and feelings that  arise.  This  is  the "navel-gazing" in its  most
literal meditative form. You are not engaging with the thoughts;
you are simply watching them, tracing them back to their source
in the ego, and letting them go.

The Story of the Elephant in
the Dark: A Case Study in
Introspection
Perhaps one of the most potent examples of Masnavi I Manavi
omphaloskepsis is the famous story of the elephant in the dark
room. Several men enter a dark room to touch an elephant for
the  first  time.  One  touches  the  trunk  and  thinks  it  is  a  water
spout. Another touches the ear and thinks it is a fan. Another



4

4 Masnavi I Manavi Omphaloskepsis 2024-11-01

touches the leg and thinks it is a pillar. They subsequently argue
and fight, each certain of their own limited perspective.
Rumi  uses  this  story  to  illustrate  the  danger  of  remaining
entrenched  in  our  own  subjective  realities.  The  practice  of
omphaloskepsis is the act of lighting a lamp in that dark room.
By turning inward and examining our  beliefs,  prejudices,  and
assumptions—our "trunk" and "leg" perspectives—we can begin
to see the whole "elephant" of truth. It is a humbling process that
requires  us  to  admit  that  our  current  understanding  is
incomplete. This is the antithesis of intellectual arrogance; it is
the foundation of wisdom.

THE MODERN RELEVANCE: WHY WE NEED THIS
PRACTICE NOW

It is easy to dismiss Masnavi I Manavi omphaloskepsis as an
esoteric practice for medieval monks. However, its relevance for
the 21st-century individual  is  profound.  We live in  an age of
radical externalization. We are conditioned to look for answers
outside of ourselves—in social media likes, career achievements,
material possessions, and the opinions of others. This outward
focus leads to a deep sense of fragmentation and disconnection.
We  feel  empty,  anxious,  and  unfulfilled  because  we  have
neglected  the  inner  realm.
The practice of omphaloskepsis, guided by the wisdom of the
Masnavi, offers a powerful antidote. It is a technology for mental
and spiritual hygiene.

Navigating the Information
Overload
Our  brains  are  flooded  with  a  tsunami  of  data,  news,  and
opinions.  This  constant  input  leaves  little  space  for  genuine
thought. The ancient practice of omphaloskepsis  is a radical
form of subtraction. It is a deliberate choice to step away from
the noise and re-connect with the source of your own being. By
following the path laid out by Rumi, you learn to discern between
what is essential and what is merely a distraction. You build an
internal compass that is not swayed by the passing trends of the
outer world.

Cultivating Authentic Self-
Knowledge
In  a  world  of  curated  personas  and social  masks,  the  art  of
Masnavi I Manavi omphaloskepsis  invites you to take off the
mask. It encourages a brutal, yet compassionate, honesty with
yourself. What are your true motivations? What are you afraid of?
What do you truly love? This is not a morbid self-rumination, but
a courageous excavation of the soul. This form of introspection
allows you to live a life of greater integrity, where your outer
actions align with your inner truths.
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Fostering Deeper Empathy
Paradoxically,  the inward turn of  omphaloskepsis  leads to a
greater outward compassion. As you come to know the depths of
your own struggles, fears, and hopes, you recognize the same in
others.  The  stories  of  the  Masnavi  are  filled  with  flawed,
struggling human beings—the jealous, the greedy, the confused.
Rumi presents them not as objects of scorn, but as mirrors of our
own shared humanity.  By practicing introspection through the
lens of the Masnavi, you develop a profound sense of connection
with others. You see that the same divine drama is playing out in
every heart.

PRACTICAL STEPS TO BEGIN YOUR OWN PRACTICE OF
MASNAVI I MANAVI OMPHALOSKEPSIS

If  this  exploration  has  sparked  a  desire  to  begin  your  own
practice, here are a few practical steps you can take. This is a
lifelong journey, not a destination.

Find a Quiet Corner: Dedicate a physical space and a1.
specific time—even just 15 minutes a day—that is free from
the intrusion of phones, computers, and other distractions.
This sanctifies the time and signals to your mind that you
are entering a sacred space.
Read One Story Slowly: Do not rush through the2.
Masnavi. Pick a single story or even a few couplets. The
best way to start is with a good translation by Coleman
Barks, Reynold A. Nicholson, or Jawid Mojaddedi. Read the
passage slowly, perhaps out loud. Let the rhythm of the
words wash over you.
Pose the Question: After reading, close your eyes. Ask3.
yourself: "What is this story


