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Regional charted herbalist Mohammed Sherbini to Yemen Times:
“It is time for the Muslims to reclaim their own alternative medicine
legacy that has been created by our ancestors”

Mohammed Sherbini is an Arab herbalist from Nablus, Palestine. He has
more than two decades of experience in Western herbalism and traditional
Tibb (Arabic Medicine). He started learning about it professionally three
years ago in the Canadian Dominion College for Herbalism in British Colom-
bia. He became a charted herbalist in early 2008, and was therefore the first
with such qualification in the West Bank and one of few in the Arab world. He
also studied Tibb therapy at the Muhsen Institute in Leicester in the United
Kingdom and had training at the Bach Flower Remedies at the Dr. Edward
Bach Center for treating emotional imbalances.

In order to put his knowledge into use for the public, he founded the Al-Anta-
ki Center for herbalism in Nablus in 2007. Mohammed Sherbini is married to
Reem, and has two daughters: Laila and Batool and one son named Abdullah.
Nadia Al-Sakkaf met with Sherbini to talk about herbalism in the Arab world
and its relation with modern science.

What made you interested in this field,
and where did you study it?

Since my early childhood, my grandfather
had a nice garden which he took pride in.
I used to watch him work in it and hear my
parents talk about the various benefits of
herbs. Moreover, | lived in a community
where herbs are used in traditional recipes
for treating diseases. For example, | noticed
that the girls from the family next door used
castor oil to strengthen their hair-even eye-
lashes. Others used herbal tea (Zuhoorat) to
keep warm in the winter. My grandfather’s
garden had a lot of trees and plants. | used to
hear my grandmother instruct my mother to
use certain herbs from the garden for certain
illnesses.

Then, | started researching this in the lo-
cal libraries. | found some books which |
did not understand and | tried my hand at
making some recipes of my own. | used to
ask the Attars [traditional herbalists] for cer-
tain exotic herbs that | had read about in the
books and they would laugh at me.

As | grew, | learned more and when | was
an adult 1 met a sheikh, Abu Ramzy, who
was a known traditional herbalist in my area
and | learned from him a lot. He taught me
for years and he had some old scripts that he
collected- especially those narrating recipes
of Ibn Sina. When he treated people, he did
not take money although he was very poor.
He left his mark on me and made me want
to learn this vocation as a science and give it
back to the people in a professional way.

I only started confidently giving people
recipes and advice about their health in the
last few years, when | had a professional
education from accredited institutions. Now
I have scientific proof supporting the advice
| give the people who come to me, and keep
learning continuously in order to improve
this discipline in my country and in the Arab
world in general.

You are currently working on merging
Western knowledge with Mid-Eastern
herbs. What have you found out so far?
On my business card, | wrote “Ancestor’s
legacy through futuristic vision.” | wanted
to create a merger between science and
inherited knowledge. | always referred to
what has been passed through generations
but wanted to validate it through science.
Traditional practices from the Far East and
Middle East are actually the foundations
of Western herbalism, known as phyto-
therapy.

In the Arab world, we are still stuck with
the concept of a traditional attar whom the
community believes has the cure for every-
thing, when he does not even known the
ABC's of diagnosis or modern health care.
Most traditional herbalists don’t even know
how to store herbs properly or their various
side effects. The attars only know tradition-
al recipes that had been passed on through
generations and which could be distorted.

We in the Arab world need to promote
this science and advocate for it in universi-
ties and other academic institutions, and in
fact have regulations that control the work
of attars and herbalists, just like it is with
doctors. We need to encourage research to
identify the benefits of the various herbs in
our countries and how we can make it ac-
cessible to the people in a healthy and cor-
rect way.

Not only does this mean regulating the
practice, it would also encourage plant-
ing local herbs and protecting them from
becoming extinct. It also would create job
opportunities for many, whether they are
those who grow the plants, or those who use
them for treatment. In fact, it could help the
country as a whole, since some of the plants
are only found locally and so tourists and
researchers or even health care seekers from
all around the world would come to visit us
and make use of our local expertise.

You can find global interest in east-
ern medicine, such as Chinese or Indian
therapy, but no one is talking about Arab
medicine. We need to encourage this sci-
ence and carry out research in this field to
explore the various flora and herbs available
in our lands and their benefits in a modern
way. We even need to refer to the old texts
to see how the ancient Arab doctors used to
treat people. This science is being taught in
India, Pakistan, and South Africa as Ancient

Greek medicine, when in fact it has Arab
and Islamic origins. Many Muslim doc-
tors in our history have helped develop this
science, such as lbn Sina, Al-Razi and AL-
Antaki, whom | named my center after.

Some Muslims feel that all these chakras
and Buddhist meditations are foreign un-
Islamic concepts that should be rejected.
‘What do you think?

We have to distinguish between the exis-
tence of chakras as energy centers in human
bodies and some philosophies or mytholo-
gies that are against the Islamic religion.
There are some practices which go against
Islamic teachings, such as believing in dif-
ferent Gods, and we have the right to reject
them. But this does not mean that these en-
ergy points do not exist.

Moreover, the Sufi methodology, known
as the Nagshbandi way in reference to
Sufi imam Baha aldin Nagshband was the
founder of what would become one of the

largest and most influential Sufi Muslim
orders, the Nagshbandi, from Khurasan has
very close concepts to Buddhist thinking.

The Nagshbandi way adopts what is
called tazkiya al-lataef (purification of the
soft spots) through dhikr (remembrance of
Allah) and talks about the influence of dhikr
on the body and soul. In old scripts there are
said to be seven latifa (singular of lataef),
and each has its own distinguished color.
That salient dhikr cleanses them and makes
the energy flow and the spirituality of the
person stronger. The lataef have specific lo-
cations in the body; four of these locations
which coincide with the location four of the
chakras, which are also said to have seven
different colors and are cleansed through
meditation, which is actually a form of si-
lent remembrance.

So, if we consider that there is an original
truth to the fact that man is both body and
soul, and that there is an energy flow in the
body connected with the soul, there would
be no objection to the belief that treatment
using energy exists. Butwe needtodoitina
proper way, without using a philosophy that
opposes religion.

There are many hocus pocus so-called
doctors who treat people with herbs, or
even suggestive medication. How can one
distinguish what is real and what is not?
The best way is to refer to the degrees or the
training this person has, so that education
or professional qualification becomes the
distinguishing factor to trust the herbalist or
spiritual practitioner.

Obviously we cannot generalize, and |
cannot deny that there are traditional doc-
tors who know what they are doing, but

By: Nadia Al-Sakkaf

eing the skeptical me,
| wanted to see for my-
self how this works. So |
asked Mohammed Sher-
bini to give me and my
friend, Isra, a quick energy session.

After some warning that anything
could happen, we went to a quiet
place where he asked Isra to sit on a
chair and close her eyes. He placed
his palm on her head and started
mumbling quietly. Later he said he
was reading some Quran and recall-
ing the name of God. She just sat
there, and | watched as her right leg
nervously ticked. Every now and then
she would open her eyes and sneak
a glance before she was instructed
to close them and concentrate.

He then lifted his hand and placed
it in front of her forehead without
touching. He started moving it in cir-
cles still mumbling and slowly he did
the same in front of her chest.

fiWhat do you feel?0 he asked her. She started ydgeting
and said that she felt that her head was moving sideways.
To me her head was still, but he explained that those are en-
ergy waves and that they are exhibited differently by different
people. She said her throat was dry and she felt a sort of con-
gestion in her chest. He continued with the hand circles and
the mumbling and she said she felt a slight numbness on her

right leg.

She started frowning as he was circling his palm against
her head and she said she felt a tight lump in the center of her
forehead and she had a headache. Eventually he let go, and
told her that had he continued, it could have made her cry as

the negative memories surfaced.

After some ten minutes, he stopped and asked her to open
her eyes and relax. He too was looking quite tired and | didn’t
know was it because he was tired to start with or if the energy
exercise really exhausted him. He told Isra that she should

express herself more.

| didn’t buy what he said, and to me, feeling head waves and
the throat tightness and the rest of what Isra said was some-
thing anyone can feel at any time and could in all probability

be just an illusion.

He drank some water, and when seeing my one eyebrow
raised, he said “you next.” Willingly and really wanting to get
to the bottom of this, | decided not to resist and try as much as

sHeaIing by energy — personal experience

do you think?

before every long sigh, he had given me a stronger energy
wave. He asked me what | was feeling and | was not liking it.
He said it is probably because | keep a lot of emotion inside.
Apparently | was oppressed, go ygure.

After awhile, | was starting to let go. Something was hap-
pening in my head, and | was not sure | was fainting or feeling
sleepy, or whatever. Was it that | really wanted to feel some-
thing or that this energy stuff really works? Suddenly Isra was
saying that my head was slightly moving forward and back-
wards like | was nodding. It took everything | had not to open
my eyes, but | have to say that | really did not think my head
was moving at all. A few more nods apparently, and my ses-
sion was over. He said | have some expression issues, and
according to him, Isra did too. | was wondering, which woman
does not? The waves he said made my head go back and forth
and Isra’s sideways were a form of reaction to the energy he
was transmitting to us.

“The good news is that you don’t have any spirits possess-
ing you or evil eye,” he said. Yet apparently we have some
emotional issues regarding talking about our own feelings.
And to think that | am a journalist and words were my job.

Mohammed was looking very tired. | had to let him go after
he taught us some mental suggestion tricks, but | still have not
made up my mind completely about this energy thing. What

| can to let him explore the
inner side of my soul and all
that stuff.

Patiently, | sat on the
chair and vowed not to open
my eyes. He put his palm
on my head as expected
and started the mumbling. |
felt nothing. Then he start-
ed the circular motions in
front of face. | have to admit
that | felt heat waves. How
can a palm feel so hot with-
out even touching my skin.
| was a little scared and
tried really to test what | felt
on my face. He moved to-
wards my throat still without
touching and | really had
trouble breathing. | had to
take these long drags trying
to inhale air into my lungs,
which felt quite tight. Later,
| learned that he was wav-
ing his hand as if helping
me to exhale. Apparently

Tools for traditional curing and herbal medicine jars at Sherbini’s center

in my opinion all must be applied through
modern science. Checking the qualification
is a good place to start.

What are the signs that people should
look out to make sure the practitioner is
genuine?

When it comes to spiritual powers, if some-
one claims they have spiritual powers to
heal diseases, you should be skeptical. No
matter how strong the spirituality or energy
of the so-called healer is, he or she simply
cannot remove the diseases and make you
feel healthy.

Energy is scientifically proven to make
people feel emotionally or spiritually bet-
ter or worse. It has to do with what we call
the aura of the person, which is the energy
they emit. For example, when you feel sad,
you also feel tired physically and this means
your spiritual energy is negative and has af-
fected your body. What a practitioner can do
is feel the points in your aura that are weak
or negative, and if he or she is good, they
can give you some positive energy to make
you feel better. For example, | can feel if the
person has some self expression problems
if | feel that the energy around their throat
is kind of trapped. The person | am treat-
ing will feel as if he or she has a lump in
their throat and what | can do is help them
let it out. But | am not a counselor, and they
would need to find someone professional to
talk to and get better emotionally.

Another way to make sure this practitio-
ner or herbalist is legitimate, is to to check
their background and the reputation they
have in their community as a person. If
they are known in the community for their
decent character, how they treat their fam-
ily members, neighbors, whether they have
good manners, are they faithful, etc.

Another tip would be to notice what he
or she is asking you to do. If they ask you or
they themselves do something against your
religion like drink blood, steal a person's be-
longings, or bring a bone from a grave, you
should know that they are not genuine.

Finally, if you check for all these signs
and still have your doubts, you might as
well wait and see the results. If what they
are doing works, even if you have no sci-
entific explanation for it, then you might
as well accept it. In the end, the results are
what matters, just like how the Western
world has adopted acupuncture before re-
ally understanding the scientific explana-
tion behind it.

What about exorcism? Or treatment
with the Quran?

There has been so much talk about this.
My opinion is that if the person was feeling
disturbed and through methods which do
not oppose the religion he or she gets bet-
ter, then why not? Especially if the person
was not getting better through conventional
medicine. | do not want to dwell on whether
it was a spirit haunting him or simply a psy-
chological illness. Results are what matter.

If it is true that alternative medicine has
a scientific base, why are some diseases
reported to be treated better with herbs
rather than medicines?

Because conventional medicine has a dif-
ferent approach to the diseases than that
of holistic or alternative medicine. The lat-
ter has a different vision and sees a human
being as both body and soul, and could be
better at finding the root cause of the illness
compared to modern medicine, which seeks
the symptoms only.

Another issue is that using herbs, which
are a part of nature, is more effective than
chemical drugs at working in harmony with
the body. This does not mean we should
ignore modern medication or what doctors
say. On the contrary, what | am trying to say
is that these two lines of medicines comple-
ment each other and must work together.

There are many foreign medicines and
creams in the market. International com-
panies have nice names and promises to
defy age, remove scars, or even increase
stamina. Is this another commercial trick
to fool people out of their money?

It really depends on the company, and it
would not be right to generalize. What you
should know is that many of these creams
and herbs are actually based on natural in-
gredients. Like | said before, a good way to
judge is to try for yourself and see the re-
sults. If it works, then why not?

If alternative medicine is so good; ef-
fective, cheap, no side effects, available
with local materials, then why has it not
spread much in the Arab world, and why
aren’t there local colleges to teach this
discipline in local universities?

One main reason why this has not happened
yet, is psychological defeat that is spread in
the Arab nations. We do not appreciate our
own inherited knowledge or cultural wealth
and would rather believe what comes from
the outside world. There is a dominant
feeling of our worth as consumers and not
producers despite the fact that our ancestors
were the ones who actually created this sci-
ence.

Now, when this alternative medicine has
become famous and gained the respect of
the western world, we have started to accept
and even search for it.

For example, just ten years ago when
I used to talk about hijama (cupping) the
local people rejected it and were afraid to
use it. Yet when the West, especially the
Germans, started talking about it they be-
came interested and willing to try. Today
alternative medicine is western testimonies
as well as science. To convince people that
this is good we tell them that it is used in the
western world. It is not enough to say that
this is an inherited tested remedy or sunna
of the prophet (MPBH). Now it is time for
the Muslims to reclaim their own alterna-
tive medicine legacy, that has been created
by our ancestors.
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English-language newspaper

Yemen’s first and most widely-read

Promising Yemeni writers
win British Council contest

By: Khaled Al-Hilaly

0 mark the British

Council’s 75 vyears of

work around the world,

six Yemeni students were

declared winners of the
Middle East short story competition in
Sana'a on Thursday.

"Writing a story is not only about
language, it is more than that," said
Fetwi Yosief, British Council English
Project Manager in Yemen. "A good
story is one that deals with feelings,
thoughts and situations that we all
experience as human beings and it
makes us understand these feelings are
different and we become more tolerant
to each other.”

The celebration focused on high-
lighting the council's experience and
expertise in cultural relations and dem-
onstrates how its work fosters interna-
tional co-operation to help individuals
address issues of global concern.

"A big motivation for participating
in this competition was the laptop as
the biggest prize," said Tawheeda
Yehya an English teacher at Rabba’a
Al-Adawiya School in Sana'a.

Yehya said she is proud of her stu-
dents, three of whom won prizes in the
competition. "This is the only relief
we teachers get," she said. "We don't
have any financial support, the only
encouragement and enthusiasm we get
is from our students when we see them
succeed in life."

"It is a nice competition and it helps
people think of stories and makes them

YT photo by Khaled Al-Hilaly

The six Yemeni winners were chosen from 74 participants from public and private schools.

believe that they can do something
good or something big," said Arwah
Al-Kahatani, a 14-year-old student at
Rabba’a Al-Adawiya School.

The competition criteria was chal-
lenging for the participants, as they

were asked to create a short story in
which the first letters of each new line
spelled out the words "British Council
is 75" when read vertically.

Michael White, British Council
Director in Yemen said the winners

managed to overcome the challenge
and they "created very interesting sto-
ries," he said.

For example, Al-Kahatani, wrote
her story about a treasure hunter who

meets witch in the forest. She said she
hopes her story inspires readers to
seek adventures. "You can have your
adventure," she said. "You can do
stuff, you don't have to be lazy at
home."

Similar competitions were held by
the council in the Gulf Countries and
Iraq and targeted two age groups, 12
to 15, and 16 to 18. The countries that
participated were Bahrain, Oman,
Qatar, UAE, Irag and Yemen. The
competitions have gone through sev-
eral stages since it began in March
2009. First it was promoted, and then
stories were collected and judged
before the winners were announced.
The Ministry of Education helped pro-
moting the competition by advertising
it for schools on its Web site.

The six Yemeni winners were cho-

sen from 74 participants from public
and private schools. All the winners
were female students who thanked
their parents and teachers for encour-
aging them to participate. All winners
will have their stories published on a
page of the British Council Web site
devoted to 75th anniversary events.
Prizes included a laptop, an iPod and
British Council electronic dictionaries.

The top winner was Ruba Al-Eryani
from Sana'a International School in
Sana'a. Other winners were Bothaina
Abdu Alrakeeb Basha, Arwah
Abdulgafour Al-Kahatani and Kholood
Al Jedani from Rabba’a Al-Adawiya
School in Sana'a, Amal Abubakar
Rassem from Hail Saeed School in
Hodaidah, and Shayma Mohammed
Saleh Haydra from Al-Kuwait school
in Taiz.
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Hip Hop Way of Life

Hip Hop can convey a message that yemen is not a backward country, accorrding to intearntional Hip Hop per-

formers.

BY : Layla Asda
For the Yemen Times

anguages and cultures
vary, but the language of
music is the same every-
where; especially the lan-
guage of hip hop- which
is not only music, it’s a way of life.
Hip hop is the language and the
culture of this age, said international
Hip Hop dancers in Sana'a, last
week.

The French Cultural Center and the
German House in Sana'a organized a
Hip Hop concert that combined danc-
ing, singing and music which was a
mix of Western music and the Eastern
folklore on the 18th of November,
with the participation of several inter-

national dancers from France and
Germany as well as singers from
Yemen to mix both cultures.

The concert will be in The Yemeni
cultural Centre.

The dancers are from Germany and
Yemen, participating to revive this
cultural event, which has been taken
place three times in Yemen. Samir
Akika is originally from Algeria. He
is a dancer and a choreographer, and
was in Havana staging one of his
works with the Contemporary Dance
Group of Cuba. Akika has done
important work with dance-theater in
Germany. His choreographic style is
meant to combine the formal language
of dancing with the visual medium of
films, to produce a new cinematic

dance-theatre. He is still working on
the resulting tension between theatri-
cal distance and cinematic intimacy.
His works included Didjelli, Lilja,
Navara, and the latest, "Extended
Teenage Era” and "Plastikseele™
which is brand new. It was created
and performed in Venezuela, per-
formed in Germany last month, and
scheduled for next year in Germany.
He also did a lot of projects for chil-
dren. For example, the Hip Hop acad-
emy in Hamburg where he worked
this year.

From France, the performers were:
Nabil Ouelhadj, Farid Berki, the
French hip hop dancer who is one of
the pioneers of hip hop in France and
Europe, and the French DJ, Malik
Berki.

From Yemen, there was Shorok,
Abudallatif Yakoub, Hjaj who is a
Rab singer, and Mohammed Farhan,
who is originally from Iragq. He is a
Hip Hop teacher as well.

The dancers mentioned that this
concert is a result of two years of
working and rehearsals. "Each one
of them has done his part in his own
language and field, which is a Factor
for innovation and evaluation of new
things to introduce it in a new way,"
said Nabil Ouelhdaj, who is also an
international dancer.

Farid Berki, the French Hip Hob
dancer, pointed out that this concert
combines dancing, singing, and play-
ing music. "It is an extension of what
they started doing last year, and now
they have new ideas to apply,” he
added.

"As for what we are going to devel-
op this year, we cooperated with
Yemeni singers and | can say that we
have a level of artistry that reached an
advanced stage. Therefore, it will be
interesting and useful for me to learn
new things." The Yemeni Hip Hop
performer said.

The other Yemeni Hip Hop per-
former Abudl-Latif, talked the pos-
sibility of blending Yemeni folklore
and Hip hop. “There is no difficulty at
all because it is done by professional
musicians and improvisation doesn’t
exist,” He said also, “it doesn’t
change the Yemeni music keys at all,
because it is an accurate work and
considered the pinnacle of what was
presented previously. This time, it is
just introduced in a new and expres-
sive way.

Moreover, Hajaj (AJ) pointed to the
public acceptance to this kind of
music performance saying: the accep-
tance is quite good, especially since
most of the population of Yemen is
youth and they accept it because it is
something new that combines Rap
and Pop in new way, through which
they will discuss issues like the impor-
tance of Unity, and fighting terrorism,
in an artistic way. According to them,
Hip Hop can convey a message that

Yemen is not a backward country,
where there are only terrorists.

They all agreed in one point, which
is that a mixture of Western and
Eastern music represented in a new
way will add a creative touch.

The Director of the French Cultural
Center, Joel Dechezlepretre talked
about the good relationship between
Yemen, France, and Germany and
said that “there will be a Hip hop con-
cert in the 18th of this month that
combines the efforts of artists from
France, Germany, and Yemen”.

About this concert, the German cul-
tural attache Jens Boshman In The
German Embassy in Sana‘a said, "It is
a contributory project between the
German Embassy and the French
Embassy which is a symbol of the
good relations,” pointing out that this
event came along with the anniversary
of the collapse of the Berlin Wall 20
years ago,"

Boshman pointed out that all artists
have to create a nice cooperation, and
on the 18th of November, there will
be a big concert.
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