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Title:  Bartering in the Souk of Life  

DVD title: Bartering in the Souk of Life 
The Necessity of Cooperating for the Benefit of Others 

 

(Opening prayer)  Bismi-Llāhi-r-Rahmāni-r-Rahīm.  Well, today we got a good lesson 

walking back from the masjid, when the snake was eating the bird.  I think the best part 

of the lesson was that the bird was half way into the snake’s mouth and it was still alive, 

which is sort of the way humanity is, half inside of the mouth of destruction and the dark 

forces of the world, and kicking as if alive.  There are some minor genetic differences 

between us and animals—not many.  We share basically the same genomes with a few 

little differences.  The major difference is that animals know how to take care of 

themselves.  Human beings don’t seem to know how to do that.  Actually, the truth is that 

human beings know how to take care of everyone else except themselves.  They certainly 

don’t know how to take care of animals.   

 

Of course, animals respond with their inherent nature to circumstances before them, and 

human beings just respond or react to the circumstances. Basically, you have to unlearn 

to be able to differentiate the circumstances.  We have the opportunity by using our 

intellect to do something slightly different.  It is an opportunity, however, not necessarily 

something one takes advantage of.  We can consider the elements of a situation.  We can 

determine by knowledge and experience what we might do.  Most people do that.  

Somewhere when you enter Washington, it stops.  I had first hand experience of that 

yesterday, walking the halls of Congress.  We can say that human beings follow the 

influences or the dictates of their minds and their intellect, easily.  It is very hard to say 
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that human beings follow the admonitions and the proscriptions and the prohibitions 

given by Allah.   

 

Then there is the social side of your life. The question arises as to whether we are social 

beings by nature or social beings by necessity.  Unfortunately, the answer lies closer to 

necessity than choice.  If we look at the behavior of human beings—not us, we are 

exceptions, of course; so we will not include ourselves in this.  But we find that most 

people take their natural feelings, inclinations and desires, and seek out what they feel, 

what they want and what they think is best for themselves.  Of course, no one here has 

the inclination to do what we want and what is best for ourselves.  You may remember a 

time when you once felt that way, 20, 30 years ago.  Especially the younger people, they 

can think about 20 or thirty years ago.   

 

Most people only cooperate with others when it is necessary to do so.  Why do people 

cooperate?  They cooperate because of the necessity of food or for making a living, or for 

work, to accomplish some task that they cannot accomplish on their own.  They follow 

rules only if they have to follow them. ruhas/exceptions seems to be the rule.  The desire 

to extend oneself in cooperation with other human beings is unfortunately beyond what 

people feel is necessary.  To do that, you have to turn away from your desires.  You have 

to not let your own personal desires guide your life, and [you should] put the needs of 

other people ahead of, or at least equal to, your own desires.  Now most of the people 

sitting in this room have done that.  Because most of you made a decision to change your 

life drastically to join tarīqah, go on a path and turn away from things you thought were 

your destiny, what you were planning for.   

 

Even when we put other people at the same level as ourselves, and/or ahead of us, most 

human beings only do it when there is mutual benefit.  Very few people do it when the 

other party benefits, and they, themselves, don’t seem to benefit or maybe even they 

suffer a little.  Maybe they don’t get what they want.  Maybe they give up the idea of 
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getting what they want.  Many people in this room can identify with that.  We perceive, I 

think, that there are innumerable desires and needs that can never be all fulfilled. 

Although, if you are under 30 you might think they can all be fulfilled, but they can’t. 

Certainly they can’t all be fulfilled by ourselves, alone.  There is no such thing as alone. 

That is why the word ‘alone’ is a contraction for all-one.  We recognize this. As we grow 

up and as we age, [we see] the only way that we can fulfill most of our desires is when 

we understand that our desires should be what is needed.   

 

It is not just what we need or think we need, but what is needed by humanity, by our 

nation, by our community, by our family, lastly, by my self.  That is the order.  Or you 

can go in the other order: by myself only if I fulfill my duty to my community, only if I 

fulfill my duty to my family, to my community.  You can go that way. In a similar way, 

we recognize that our own struggles and our own desires and our own weaknesses and 

our own wishes are the same that most other people have.  But they don’t have the means 

that we have, necessarily, or the purpose.  Most of the people are mostly interested in 

their own self and fulfilling their own needs.  We may recognize that other people feel 

exactly the same way, and we shouldn’t think that just living in a spiritual community or 

being “Sufis” or “Muslims” means that we are much different than everybody else.   

 

Out of necessity, this matrix of social interactions, desires and needs demands that we 

cooperate to a greater or lesser degree with one another, according to the degree of how 

we define and see what is really necessary.  It is not according to what I want, or what 

earns me a lot of money, or what gives me status, what is necessary for me to feel I have 

fulfilled my desires, but it is what really is necessary in the context of those around us.  

Because you find out very quickly, if (God forbid) somebody gets sick, like your 

husband, your wife, your brother, your sister, or your auntie.  Then you find out what is 

necessary, and you have to struggle between what your desires really are and what is 

really necessary.  You hear stories about so and so gave up their career to take care of 

their poor mother or their poor father or their sister or brother.  Everybody says, 
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“Alhamduli-Llāh!  That is wonderful.”  But the person who is doing it doesn’t think it is 

wonderful, unless they have the contextual reality of the culture of doing that, unless they 

understand that that is what is primary.  That is what is first, not last.   

 

So that is when we quote Mevlana who said, “Change comes about through necessity.  

Therefore, O man, create necessity.”  He said to create necessity is the way we will attain 

insight and knowledge.  If you create necessity, that is the way you will create insight and 

knowledge.  The assumption being that you want insight and knowledge.  Not everybody 

wants insight and knowledge.  Very few people want insight and knowledge.  Also, 

therefore, all you have to do is stand outside the realm of wanting insight and knowledge 

and you are free of all of this. You don’t need it!  “I don’t want insight.  I don’t want 

knowledge.  I don’t want to be some great Sufi.  I just want to be a plain old Joe or 

whatever.   

 

In this case, a person can spend a great portion of their life cooperating with others out of 

necessity and not learn very much.  In fact, our lives are more like a souk then they are 

anything else.  When most people go to the souk, they go with the intention of buying 

some spices and they wind up bartering fourteen other things, thirteen of which they 

don’t need because they like to barter.  In the meanwhile, you get to drink a lot of coffee 

and a lot of tea, and that is what you go to the souk for.  But the thing is that you have to 

be able to differentiate between what really is the souk and what is not the souk.   When 

you get into the mentality of the souk, everything is bartered.  Everything is bartered. I 

have to tell you that the behavior of a barterer is to get the best deal for who?  For 

themselves, not for the person who is selling.   

 

There is the game you play at the souk.  You strike up a conversation.  They serve you 

tea.  If you go in early enough in the morning, you are the first customer.  You get a 

special deal because you are the first customer of the day.  If you go late in the afternoon, 

you are the last person and you get a special deal.  But of course there is no such thing as 
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a special deal.  You say, “How are you?” and they make friends with you.  They give you 

a special price after they have served you the tea, and you begin to feel you are the 

special friend. You are getting a deal because you are a friend, and you are the first 

customer, or the last customer, or the middle customer, or the first American of the day, 

or whatever you are.  You are a Sufi and he is a Sufi, or his uncle was a Sufi, or you are a 

Muslim.   

 

“Oh you are a Muslim.  You are a brother.  I am not going to give you that price.  I will 

give you another price.”  We all know that friendship is worth a lot.  He is putting a high 

value on friendship.  He is giving us a good deal.  Then you say, “No.  No.  That is too 

high.” And he says, “Well, what do you want to give me?”  “Oh, I don’t know.”  Then 

you don’t know how to play the game.  So if it is hundred dirhams or a thousand dirhams, 

you say, “I will give you four hundred.”  “Oh, four hundred!  I have a family.  You are 

taking food out of my children’s mouth!”  “I am your brother.  Why would I be taking 

food out of your mouth? You just told me I was a member of your family.  My own 

nephew and nieces mouths, I would take food out of their mouths?”  “I can’t do 400. 

800.”  “400.”  “Alright. 500 it is a deal.”  “I am not going to shake your hand.”  If a 

person puts their hand out, you have to shake it.  It is hadith.  It goes on and on.   

 

The point is that many people spend most of their life in the souk.  You don’t know that.   

You don’t know that you are spending most of your life in the souk and many people do 

that.  It is not for the benefit of who?   It is not for the seller.  It is for the buyer.  But of 

course if you have more friends, you will have more people who will cooperate with you 

and everybody is going to benefit more.  Of course, we know that we need other people 

to help us, but it is an attitude.  Being in the souk starts right at home when the children 

are toddlers, or almost toddlers.  You have food on a spoon and he doesn’t want it, you 

give him a toy. It is natural.  You barter.  We teach bartering at a very early age. We keep 

it up in much more subtle ways, “Clean your room and then you can watch TV.”  “Do 

your homework, practice your piano and then you can do this.  It is bartering.   
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When we enter into the souk, which is part of social interactions, part of development, 

part of success, part of wealth, part of recognizing who we are; we have to realize that the 

same souk is opened to absolutely everybody else.  It is open to every trader  to come 

into. Those people who are trading in a souk have come to an understanding of the 

collective purpose of how a society works. All these elements in the medina/city and the 

souk, all the human resources and the products have a value to them. What’s the value?  

It’s whatever value society attaches to it, and not just your society.  If an American comes 

into the souk, they put a high value on something a Moroccan doesn’t care about, but they 

are selling in the souk, like those leather lamps.  How many Moroccan houses have 

leather lamps in them?  Maybe because they are old-time lamps, a few have them, but 

they have French lamps in their houses.  But the Americans and the Europeans love these 

red leather curvy lamps and want to take them home. The Americans give money for 

something they want, and the Moroccans get money for something they don’t want.   

 

There is majāz in this, let me tell you.  This is a metaphor.  Our basic, intrinsic nature is 

to set out on one’s own and fulfill one’s own desires and needs, which our society 

encourages. For those of us who grew up between 1950 and 1980, this is liturgy.  “Oh, 

honey, I want you to be happy.  Do what you want!” God forbid we should do otherwise. 

But that process means you are doing something for yourself and taking advantage of 

others.  You are not going through that process of saying, “I have my desires, but those 

have to be in sync with my family and my community, my nation and the world; 

otherwise, I’m part of the problem in the world, not part of the solution. I’m part of the 

problem in my family, in my community. I’m creating and sustaining a problem.”  That’s 

why there is a distinctive difference in the way people are brought up in the east and the 

west.  Khaled has been away from Egypt for fifteen years.  That’s unusual, but a decision 

was made that he should go and get an education in the United States for a specific 

purpose. The decision was a ruhas, an exception, for a conscious purpose.  Now, see how 
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he raises his children.  Inshā’a-Llāh, they will always do exactly what their parents tell 

them to do, because it’s the right way.  

 

Even though it is our primary nature to satisfy our own desires, really it’s a kind of 

helplessness that motivates our selfishness.  Helplessness because, who has the 

experience?  The only people who have the experience are the people who came before 

you.  You are helpless, but you think you are not.  You don’t want to think you are.  You 

may not be helpless in being able to get a job. You might be the greatest student in the 

world, and confident of that; but you might not be able to make decisions based on 

anything but your own desires.  “I want that. I will barter for that.”  That’s a kind of 

helplessness.  Do you see that? The good side of that is if you realize you are helpless, it 

causes you to reach out to other human beings. Who will you reach out to?  

 

Will you reach out to other helpless human beings who are out there, arbitrarily doing 

what they are doing, forming a social club around doing it?  If you want to find a social 

club, go up to P street or U street in Washington, every day after 5:00.  Go to where all 

the “yuppies” go.  They are drinking and partying, numbing their brains, until the next 

day they can numb their brains.  Or go to Congress. You know it is the ‘people’s house,’  

don’t you? You never have to show your ID, ever.  You don’t have to have an 

appointment to walk into Congress, because that’s the way it was established. It’s the 

people’s house. You have to go through security for obvious reasons, but you never have 

to identify yourself or have an appointment.  You can wander the halls of Congress, as 

long as you have no weapon on you or anything like that.  No one will stop you and ask 

you why you are there, unless you are acting strange.  We learned an interesting fact. If 

you go down to the rotunda, the marble tiles on the House side have been replaced three 

times since it was built.  The tiles on the Senate side have never been replaced.  Why? 

Because the Senate operates on a six year cycle, and the House on a two year cycle.  So 

they are running like crazy all the time. At the end of the session, they always have about 

500 bills, unsigned, because the Senate will never deal with them.  That’s why the 
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founders made it this way:   the deliberative body would be the Senate.  You see it in the 

speed of the way the people are. You can go live your life like that… running, running, 

running all the time!  

 

One of the important things to understand is we see that as we grow older from childhood 

to adulthood, our demands change.  A little child Ahmed’s age (or any of the young 

children) demands things very vociferously in black and white terms.  “I want this and if 

I don’t get it, waaahh!” “I want that spoon!” We teach all the children that there is a price 

for everything.  “You want that spoon?  Fine. You have to have the food that is on it.”   

So the bargaining goes on.  In this case, the bargaining is for the benefit of the buyer.  It 

really is a gift.  You learn the lesson as you grow up, how to get what you desire, and 

how to deal with others, and what they need and what they desire. If we, out of love and 

affection are not just bartering, but trying to give a lesson of value, like “If you eat this, 

you will be healthy,” there is a possibility that something else can take place other than 

greed and following your own desires.   

 

Each one of us becomes part of the waft and weave of the fabric of society.  Each one of 

us accumulates knowledge, experience, and power that can and will be used either just 

for our own desires or for the benefit of others, our family, our community, our nation or 

whoever.  Our knowledge, our wealth and our power may very well exceed the 

knowledge, wealth and power of other people in the world; but it may not. It may be just 

enough for us to get along just enough to survive.  We all in some way use others for our 

own benefit.  When we are in the souk bartering, we really can get tenacious about not 

wanting to give up our position if we are the seller.  But if you want the product, you will 

give up your position right away, like that. That’s why the merchant has the advantage 

over us, because you are the one who wants it.  Allah says in the Qur’an:  
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…We have apportioned among them their livelihood in their life of this 

world, and raised some of them above others in rank that some of them take 

labor from others…  (43:32) 

 

That’s really a very subtle teaching about humanity, a very obvious teaching, but it’s not 

usually articulated. Every individual has different abilities, capacities and interests.  A 

person who is superior in one area may be inferior in another area.  Cooperation means 

that in order to get something done, you have to find someone with superior knowledge 

or guidance or whatever.  Perhaps you can find a way to do it for mutual benefit.  

Everyone is linked, tied, woven together in some way and form to make this ummah.  

There are people who don’t see the necessity for cooperation and don’t feel the 

responsibility for themselves, their family, their community, or their nation. And I’m 

wrapping this all in Islam and Tasawwuf.  Excuse me for not saying “responsibility for 

Islam,” but I am talking about Muslims, about us. Allah says: 

 

Surely the human being is a wrongdoer and a tyrant. He is proved a tyrant 

and a fool.   (33:72) 

 

This refers to the nature of the human being.  Unless it is checked and balanced in some 

way, most human beings take excessively advantage of others. They infringe on others’ 

rights; they disregard others’ personal needs and the rights of their own families. In some 

way, they sublimate the feelings of responsibility, and in that way subjugate their own 

loved ones, families, or communities to their will.   That’s what a tyrant does.  I’m not 

saying anybody in this room is a tyrant.  But Allah is saying that human beings are 

tyrants; we all have the potential for tyranny within us.  We all have the possibility for 

being foolish within us.   When you are foolish, you fool yourself.  You try to fool others, 

but it is yourself you are fooling.   
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What is the result of that?  It’s very graphic in the Qur’an:  hell and punishment.  What is 

hell?  It’s perfectly possible you could be in hell and not know it.  People say, “Oh, hell is 

flames and all this other stuff.”  Forget that.  Just think about the hell of ignorance, of 

really living a life that is helpless and hopeless.  Or your life is so distorted that you think 

everything is fine, but you have abandoned your responsibilities, you have not listened to 

the admonishments and guidance; you have not taken seriously what has been given to 

you by your religion, your family, the shuyukh who came before you, or by your country, 

even, in this case.  

 

The Qur’an is not a book that speaks a lot about punishment, though it warns a lot.  You 

can take the punishment as literal, or as a majāz. The person who is not getting 

cooperation from anyone else, who is outside of society normally trading and bartering, 

and is operating for their own self is on the fringe of reality.  If you measure their 

goodness and rightness by the amount of money they earn, then you have a problem.   I 

was on the sixth floor of a law firm that has over 3,000 lawyers in cities and countries 

around the world, at the harbor in Georgetown.  They own the building.  They are traders 

and barterers, because 80% of their work is lobbying.  Nice people.  We paid for a nice 

spread they hosted.  But there it was:  greed at its highest level. 

 

Where were we?  Where the gears, lubricants and energy meet that run the nation.  That’s 

who those people are.  They are trying to make decisions for everyone’s life.  They are 

paying a lot of money to decide what the health care bill looks like; how many forests can 

be cut down,  ‘drill, baby, drill’ or not;  what your medical care will be or won’t be.  

That’s what they do there.  Nice guys. You meet them, and they remember your name.  I 

walked into a meeting the next day and two Congressmen said, “Hey, JE, how are you 

doing?” Walked by me and slapped me on the back, “Really great to know you.”  I want 

to buy what they have, because I am in their souk; and they are so nice, they are like my 

own friends.  They served me tea and coffee, and the best artichoke dip I have ever had. I 

got to go out on their balcony and look at their boats on their river in their city, in their 
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country.  Believe me, I brought the extension to my long-handled spoon.   I was invited to 

speak, and I used the opportunity to talk about the Islamaphobia among some 

congressional people. 

 

Who’s on the fringe of society? When it comes to us, those of us in tarīqah, those of us 

raised the way we are, those who have the hopes and aspirations, who built this 

community, we have to say those people who live on the fringe of society are the ones 

who read the worst into everything, and who feel that it is their duty to make everyone 

fearful and think the worst.  When you think the worst, then you can be manipulated. 

“I’m sorry, but that’s the only one I have, and I have someone coming in at 1:00. If you 

take it now, you can have it.”  “What about the person who is coming in?”  “Don’t worry.  

If you want that, you can buy it.  But buy it now because they can come in at any 

minute.”  “But I don’t feel right about it… if you promised it to someone else.”   

This is how we ruin our children.   “Don’t worry.  It’s okay.  It’s not your problem.  I’ll 

give it to you for this price.”  What do you wind up getting?  1 percent left 

 

An example is the sort of apocalyptic rantings and ravings that we hear today, “The 

militia is hiding in the woods!” Only they are not; they are standing on the border of 

Virginia and Maryland carrying their guns, like they did on the 19th of April.  These are 

the people who have misinterpreted the Bible, the laws, misinterpreted the purpose of 

life.  They misuse whatever knowledge they have, because their brains have been leased 

out to someone else.  These are the people who exist on the fringe of society.  They can’t 

engage in anything of mutual benefit, just of mutual destruction.  Their voices are louder.  

(I asked that question, also.)   

 

There is more to this.  If we are, out of necessity, required to accept some level of 

cooperation with other human beings, as Allah (swt) has told us countless times in the 

Qur’an—why we call ourselves ummah, why we say jamat, why it’s so important, why 

the root of that word ummah is what it is—then we have to realize that each one of us has 
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to give up some degree of freedom, willingly and purposefully and positively. In other 

words, there is an inherent seed of submission in us if we can just find it. That’s why 

Islam is called Islam.  And that’s why the word submission will, if we understand it, will 

also give us security and safety—taslim.  If we are going to cooperate with other human 

beings to get what we want, we are going to have to give up something we ultimately 

want only for ourselves.  Because most people are basically satisfied with taking part in 

society without considering the elements of ethics or just behavior (akhlaq and ‘aqīda), 

and without understanding how diversity in society is very positive, we find that society 

is in a state of corruption.  Have you noticed?   

 

But corruption takes many forms. Corruption can be the houses up the hill, rotting. We 

can have all the reasons in the world why they are rotting away: we don’t have money to 

fix them.  Then you have to ask, why not?  We’re doing our best with what we have, no 

question.  Why don’t we have more?  Why don’t we have what we need? Who’s 

committed to it?  How will we use it?  How will the decisions be made?  Corruption has 

many faces, not just political corruption or greed.  As a result of that, the intention of 

Allah (swt) is lost. That’s what Allah means when he speaks to us through the Qur’an as 

not perceiving reality. We are seeing but not seeing; hearing but not hearing. That’s why 

we have laws, and institutions that create those laws, because there is an inherent 

knowledge that people don’t know.  They don’t see or hear.  That’s why it says:  55 mph.  

Exit.  Entrance.  Men. Women.  Don’t do that; don’t do this.  Do this, do that.  People 

don’t like “big government” but don’t want to lose their Medicare. People like religion 

but they don’t want to be told what’s good for them.  They don’t want admonishments. 

It’s all perfectly reflective:  the system is totally analogical.  These aren’t semantic 

differences, believe me.  They are very ontological.   

 

The tendency of the human being to be selfish and self-centered is a reality. Unless a 

person has a reason, or the threat of  necessity to cooperate and live in a  just way, they 

will exploit the situation to their own benefit, knowingly or unknowingly, just as we all 
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do in the souk.  To be continued… if you want.  But I will tell you that if you are called, 

you should have the courage to answer and trust in Allah.  If you don’t know you are 

being called, then the person who knows you are being called ought to tell you. That’s 

our duty to each other and to our children. Nobody wants anybody not to like them. 

Nobody wants anyone to mess with their lives.  We don’t like to be told what to do.  “I 

know what to do.”   What makes you do it?  Unless you have a sense of responsibility, a 

sense of duty, a sense of paying back for what you have been given, then what? Do 

people really think they are free and have no responsibilities, and can make decisions on 

their own?  Sure, decide you will go live in Tanganyika for 25 years.  Fine. How are you 

going to get there? Someone has to fly you there.  Wake up and smell the pollen!  

Asalaam aleikum. 


