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Indeed, We have given to you a clear victory
{Siirat ul-Fath 48:1)%



FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Buomi Shahb Allab Allah!

The Bektashi Way is profoundly simple yet perplexingly complex,
striking in its boldness yet gracious in its subtlety; consequently, while
shining forth brightly it still is seemingly cloaked in obscurity. There have
been attempts to gather its history, characteristic ideas, and observable
aspects together and to elucidate its inner wisdom in prose, but few of
these attempts have been made by knowledgeable insiders, and even fewer
of these have been made in English. This full translation of Baba Rexheb’s
Islamic Mysticism and the Bektashi Path from its original Albanian is thus
a unique addition to the literature on Bektashism in English, and a boon to
those who seek to know more about this clearly enigmatic way.

Baba Rexheb’s book approaches its topic by first laying out the Islamic
and Sufi context in which it is to be understood. Bektashi beliefs, practices
and ethics are shown to be firmly rooted in the fundamental elements of
Islam, and we can thus gain a sense of how Bektashis read the Quran and
other foundational texts. By seeing Bektashism set within the ideological
and organizational history of Islamic mysticism in its different streams, we
are likewise better prepared to fathom the significances it gives to figures
like Mansur al-Hallaj and its interpretations of such concepts as wahdat ul-
wujid.

The book’s treatment of Bektashism itself is unique in its emphasis on
etiquette and morals, especially in relation to the proper behavior toward
the spiritual guide, the murshid, but also in focusing on such virtues as
steadfastness. Baba Rexheb presents the Bektashi Way as a way - a path to
be followed - and often brings the reader back to awareness of this through
repeatedly referring to the “wayfarer” and detailing the requirements of
one who would undertake this journey. Much of this is overlooked in other
descriptions of the Bektashi path, though its importance is undeniable. It is
in keeping with this emphasis that Baba Rexheb provides a translation (in
Albanian, and here for the first time in English) of the collection of spiritual
counsels of Haji Bektash, a book known as the Fawa’id. Addressed to the
wayfarer or dervish, these counsels offer a practical ethical road map. May
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those who would fare this way find the insight, fortitude and steadfastness
to follow this advice!

As perhaps the fruit of the wayfarer’s labor on the way, we find another
theme that runs through Baba Rexhebs description of Bektashism: love
- especially its power to transform the lover by dissolving his or her ego,
leaving nothing behind but oneness with the Beloved.

With a solid foundation in Islamic mysticism, and after a thorough
account of the way of the wayfarer according to the Bektashi idiom, the reader
is now prepared to appreciate another of the book’s major contributions: its
sizable collection of Bektashi nefes poems, most of them translated by Baba
Rexheb from Turkish to Albanian, with some of them composed originally in
Albanian, and all here rendered in English. Nefes poems have always been the
primary literary vehicle for the expression of Bektashi ideas about the cosmos,
the nature of God and the process of creation, the search for the Real, and the
power oflove, wrapped in that particularly Bektashi symbolism and mythology.
Since the poetic corpus is also the realm where the enigmatic quality of
Bektashi expression reaches its full potential, Baba Rexheb does us the favor of
providing detailed commentary explaining some of the nuances of meaning in
the individual poems, illuminating references which might otherwise remain
opaque. We are also fortunate to be offered priceless anecdotes on the lives
and careers of the poets whose poems are being presented. Most of the poems
themselves are here given in English for the first time.

Coming from the pen of Baba Rexheb, this book includes insights
that only a well-attained and cultivated Bektashi baba could bestow - one
knowledgeable about not only the Bektashi path, but the principles of Islamic
mysticism in general as well. The book has also been painstakingly and superbly
rendered into English by the translator. This monumental undertaking
involved, for one, translating dozens of complex poems from Baba Rexheb’s
Albanian translation, while diligently cross-checking them with the Turkish
originals. This likewise required broad knowledge and a deep heart. The book
in hand is the fruit of a labor of love. May all who read it with an open mind
and a longing heart find what it has to offer!

May love be...
Fakir Vafi Baba



BABA REXHEB: AMERICA'S ALBANIAN SAINT
by Mérgim Korca

Tam deeply honored to have been asked to write the foreword to the magnum
opus of one of Albania’s most distinguished clergymen and intellectuals, His
Holiness Baba Rexheb. I owe this honor to Mr. Huseyin Abiva, whom I first met
in the early 1990s during his many visits to Taylor’s tekke, where he absorbed the
rudiments of Bektashi spirituality at the feet of Baba Rexheb. Now he has asked
me to write this foreword, having been a close friend of this great spiritual master
and as one familiar with Baba’s lofty moral principles and way of life.

I recall one day asking Baba Rexheb, “O Baba! Why is it that people always
seem to enjoy debating religious matters?” Baba immediately began laughing. He
then quoted this saying of the great Muhammad: “Everything in creation knows
something, but the ignorant know nothing.” He then added, “Unfortunately my
son the world is filled with ignorant folk — some even with grand diplomas. They
attempt to interpret facts, frame generalizations and reach conclusions about
religion without having tasted God. These intellectually-handicapped individuals
achieve nothing except sinking ever deeper into the morass of confusion! The
ground they walk upon in their ignorance is quicksand and as they start sinking
... well, may God grant them His mercy!”

Baba Rexheb acknowledged that traditionally Muslim students learned
theology in the seminary (madrasah), where it was taught with all of the other
subjects. Yet there is a deep trench that separates mysticism from theology.
Mysticism can be acquired only by following the unique path that leads to it.
If we consider how the majority of Muslims (and Christians for that matter!)
explain their doctrines and dogmas, we notice that they do so from exoteric
perspectives. However, mysticism, spirituality, and esoterism embrace a more
profound understanding of religion; it is — in reality — the essence of religion!

I once asked Baba Rexheb whether he truly possessed the miraculous
powers so often displayed by God’s saintly mystics. He smiled and replied: “Oh
no my son! I worship God like everyone else. The only difference perhaps is
that I’'m able to pray all day long. Now whether God listens to my prayers is up
to Him. Moreover, whenever God has listened to my prayers He has done so
on behalf of the people I’ve prayed for. Forget talk of my so-called miracles;
I possess no power other than my ability to pray. It’'s God who performs the
miracles!”

I can say with conviction that whenever Baba Rexheb touched on the most
profound problems that have vexed the human mind from the very beginning —
like the question of God’s existence — you were carried away to levels beyond the
bounds of space and time by his sweet way of speaking and his rigorous logic,
often without realizing it. “Millions of human beings exist on earth,” Baba would
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say, “but how many of them are spiritually alive?” Immediately after offering
this rhetorical question he would add that it is our egos that prevent us from
becoming spiritually alive and uniting with God. The ego, and nothing but the
ego, separates us from God. This is why Baba Rexheb saw egotism as the gravest
moral affliction to even torment humanity. He told us that the ego sits like a high
mountain rising before our very eyes, preventing us from seeing beyond. Yet if
we can scale this mountain through discipline and self-restraint we will able to
see God in all of His majesty. Overpowering egocentricity will allow us to see
God right in front of us. Therefore the great lesson that Baba Rexheb still teaches
us today — even though his physical form left us on August 10, 1995 — is that if we
strive for goodness, we must fully expect that righteousness and morality to one
day triumph, encouraging us to view the future with faith and optimism!

“Nobleness of character is to repay an evil deed with goodness,” Baba
Rexheb would often say, paraphrasing a Qur’anic verse. “But keep in mind,”
he would add, “that doing good to obtain some heavenly reward is nothing but
bartering. For us, there is no trading with God!”

I wish to conclude this foreword by presenting to the reader two incidents
involving Baba Rexheb that I witnessed. I was once reading to Baba Rexheb
(who had by then lost much of his eyesight due to his advanced age) a so-called
“self-criticism” (i.e. “political confession”) made by Bedri Spahiu that was two
newspaper pages long. Spahiu had been for a time one of the most prominent
members of the Albanian Communist Party, and he managed to survive
imprisonment after running afoul of Enver Hoxha. During WWII, Spahiu was
the secretary of the Communist Party in the Gjirokastér District, and he did his
utmost to capture and execute Baba Rexheb, who was a distinguished nationalist,
an intellectual of note, and, of course, an irreproachable clergyman. This was
also one reason why Baba Rexheb fled Albania for the West late in 1944. While
I was reading Spahiu’s “self-criticism,” Baba listened with utmost attention. In
the end — focused as he was — he spoke aloud, but as if to himself. “It’s funny,”
he said, “how as people grow old they tend to move away from atheism and as
they start believing in God, they also start telling the truth. Yet Bedri — as old
as he is — continues to lie so boldly!” After some silence, he continued: “I have
prayed much for his soul over the years; that God might have mercy on him and
forgive his trespasses. However, now it seems that I have to pray much more on
his behalf!”

The following is an example of the genuineness with which Baba Rexheb
prayed to God without asking for any recompense, applying in his life the prayer
of the mystic Al ibn Muwaffak (whom the reader will find quoted in this work):
“O God! If I pray for the sake of securing paradise or escaping hell, give me not
paradise; but rather plunge me into hell. I pray only out of love. Therefore merge

k&

me into Your countenance shorn of needing any effort
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One day my family had heard from Baba Rexheb’s sister, Mrs. Zejneb
Cuci, that Baba’s ninetieth birthday would be occurring the following week and
that she wished to celebrate this milestone event by holding a gathering. My
wife and I told her that we would prepare a luncheon and that she should go
ahead and invite Baba’s closest devotees. My wife and daughter baked a big
cake in the shape of the headgear (or taj) of a Bektashi clergyman. On the day
of the celebration, we stealthily gathered at the tekke, but without first meeting
Baba to avoid compromising the intended surprise. The birthday lunch was then
prepared in the tekke’s kitchen. Exactly at noon, Baba Rexheb — as was his habit
— proceeded to invite any visitors sitting with him in the reception hall to join him
for lunch. Surprisingly, over thirty visitors started walking toward the staircase
leading down to the dining hall. Even though a gathering of such a large number
of people was unusual, Baba exhibited no suspicion as he led the way.

The staircase turns twice as it descends to the dining hall in the basement
and when Baba reached the second turn, he saw the table set for a festive occasion.
He stopped for a moment, looked back to the top of the stairs and called out to
his sister. “Zejneb,” he said, “what’s going on today?”” She merrily replied that
this luncheon was for his birthday and that Mimoza, Bibika, and Mérgim had
organized it in his honor. He stroked the length of his beard, as was his custom
when he was thinking. He came down the last three or four stairs and walked to
his chair at the table.

The birthday luncheon commenced, and it was filled with happiness and
conversation. It was Baba Rexheb’s custom to bless each of the three daily meals
at the tekke not at their beginning but their end. Thus, when the birthday meal
finished he thanked God for the bounty spread before us and at the end of the
customary supplication he added these words in a rather self-effacing way: “My
heartfelt thanks goes out to the Kor¢a family for arranging this meal in my honor,
as well as to all those who took part in it. But you need to know that I may be
the first and only Bektashi baba to celebrate his birthday, given that Bektashi
clergymen are forbidden to partake in such self-focused festivities!”

Is there a better example of a mystic of Baba Rexheb’s caliber, a mystic
who puts into practice the teachings of Khunkar Hajji Bektash Veli, that to
respect a person’s good intentions and to avoid offending, he prefers to violate
the regulations of his clerical office?

And with that I wish to once again thank Mr. Abiva for asking me to write
this humble foreword to the enormous task that he has undertaken in translating
the work of His Holiness Baba Rexheb, so that English-speaking readers
interested in Islamic mysticism in general and in Bektashism in particular, can
freely form their conclusions in regards to the spiritual and intellectual depth of
this celebrated Albanian-American saint.



TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

It is with great happiness that we are able to present for the first time the
tull translation of Baba Rexheb’s monumental work Misticizma Islame dhe
Bektashizme. Nearly half a century has passed since the first publication of
this book, and it has been out of reach for the English-speaking world for
far too long. It is our sincerest hope that this translation will equip readers
with a better understanding of this well-known, yet often misunderstood,
spiritual stream of Islam.

Since a full biography of Baba Rexheb can be read in Frances Trix’s
moving work The Sufi Journey of Baba Rexheb (Univ. of Pennsylvania
Press 2009) we need only present here a brief sketch of the saint’s life,
with emphasis placed on his writings. Baba Rexheb was born on August
18, 1901, in the southern Albanian town of Gjirokastér into the arms of
a well-respected Muslim family. In his childhood, he received the formal
education befitting a young Muslim male. At the age of seventeen, he was
initiated into the Bektashi Order at the hand of his uncle, Selim Rahi Baba,
and at the age of twenty-one, he was advanced to the rank of dervish. At
the age of twenty-four, he took a further vow, that of celibacy, sealing his
lifelong commitment to Bektashism. At this point, he took up residence in
Gjirokastér’s famed Bektashi monastery, the Teqe e Zallit.

Over the next two decades, Baba Rexheb served both his tekke and
his spiritual master, Selim Rahi Baba, with great competence and care. He
represented Baba Selim at the various congresses held by Albania’s Bektashi
community, allowing his reputation as a resolute mystic and gifted scholar
to spread far and wide. During the Second World War, when Albania faced
both foreign and domestic enemies, Baba Rexheb gave his open support
to the Balli Kombétar (National Front), an anti-communist republican
organization. As a result, he was forced to flee Albania late in 1944 when the
communists seized control of the country. He would never step foot in his
homeland again.

Over the next four years, Baba Rexheb lived with hundreds of other
Albanians in a displaced persons camp in southern Italy. In 1948 he moved
to Cairo, where he served as a dervish in the Kaygusuz Tekke, which was
then under the direction of Ahmed Sirr1 Dede (1895-1965). When the
revolutionary government of Egypt closed the tekke in 1952, Baba Rexheb
left for America, where he arrived on December 10, 1952, launching an
entirely new chapter in his life.

vi
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With the generous assistance of the Albanian émigré community,
The First Albanian American Bektashi Monastery was opened in Taylor,
Michigan on May 15, 1954. Since every tekke needs a spiritual master, Baba
Rexheb was concurrently ordained a baba by Ahmed Sirr1 Dede. It was not
long thereafter that Baba Rexheb began to organize the publication of a
semiannual journal entitled Zéri i Bektashizmés (The Voice of Bektashism).
In the lead article of the first issue, Baba Rexheb (as chief editor) presented
the motivation for bringing out this periodical:

Bektashism is celebrated worldwide, particularly in our Albania, where
it left a notable mark. This is why at the time of the foundation of the
first Bektashi tekke in the United States of America, a great curiosity
arose about it in many circles. Everyone now wants to know about
Bektashism, its metaphysical foundation, its role in world history and
in particular, Albanian history. To justly satisfy these desires we made
the decision to publish — with our small budget — our journal Zéri i
Bektashizmés, which will endeavor to bring knowledge to all those
interested, in all that they want to know about Bektashism, its religious
principles, and its history.

Baba Rexheb initially intended to keep the journal going into the future,
suggesting that the frequency of publication could be expanded to quarterly
given the interest (and the funding). He also solicited writings from those in
the community who possessed a talent for writing, stating that the pages of
Zéri i Bektashizmés were open to all articles “dealing with moral, social, and
economic issues that promote the general good.”

It seems, however, that this appeal for community participation was
unsuccessful in moving individuals to participate, even financially. Only
four issues of the journal were ever published (1954-1955). Yet in spite of its
brief existence, Zéri i Bektashizmés proved to be a treasure of information on
Bektashi history, doctrine and practice. Each of the four issues is thirty-two
pages in length, and all but one contains articles in English. The reason for
this may have been a reflection of Baba Rexheb’s desire to make Bektashism
accessible not only to English-speaking Albanian-Americans but to the
general American public. All of the articles in the four issues are of a spiritual
nature, dealing with points of basic Islamic knowledge (“Why is the Qurian
respected?”, “Islamic Pilgrimage”, “The Ka’bah: The Sacred Place of Islam”
etc.), universal concepts of various mystical traditions (Vedic, Buddhist,
Greek and Egyptian philosophies) and, naturally, Bektashism. Articles
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discussing Bektashism include “What the Great Writers say about ‘Ali,” “How
Bektashism was Organized” (which examines the lives of Hajji Bektash Veli
and Balim Sultan), “The Ritual Garb of Bektashism,” as well as articles on the
Ashura, the Matem and the celebration of Sultan Nevruz.

In 1970, some fifteen years after the last issue of Zéri i Bektashizmés
appeared, Baba Rexheb published Misticizma Islame dhe Bektashizme,
a book that bears witness to his extensive knowledge Islam, Sufism and
the Bektashi tradition. What makes this work all the more noteworthy is
that it was written with limited academic resources, a point frequently
made clear throughout the text. It is likely that Baba Rexheb would
have significantly expanded the book had he had a suitable collection of
manuscripts at his disposal.

Misticizma Islame dhe Bektashizme was clearly written for the
general public, as the work’s style makes it an ideal textbook of sorts
for readers unacquainted with the Bektashi tradition. Composed entirely
in the Albanian language, the original printing consisted of 389 pages
divided into two parts: the first presenting a broad outline of Sufi history
and doctrine; and the second giving a focused presentation of Bektashi
thought and mystic poetry. This organization offers the reader sufficient
familiarization with the Sufi milieu from which Bektashism emerged
before transporting him or her to the specifics of its path, reflecting in a
way the gradual unveiling of spiritual truths that the wayfarer experiences
in his or her journey along the spiritual path.

Baba Rexheb’s discussion of Sufism covers a number of fundamental
themes. He begins by demonstrating the validity of mysticism within the
Islamic tradition by using evidence found in the Kur’an, hadith kudsT as
well as the prophetic hadith. After presenting these basic facts, he delivers
an extensive overview of the advance of Islamic mysticism from the
first to the fifth centuries Hijrah, which including accounts of the lives
and teachings of such famous personalities as Rabi‘a al-°Adawiyyah,
Bayazid Bistami, and Al-Hallaj. Baba Rexheb then gives an explanation
of the mystical philosophy of Al-Ghazali, the great thinker of the 11th
century CE, and the impact it made on Islamic mysticism. He then moves
the reader into the classical age of Sufism, presenting the lives and
teachings of such distinguished mystic saints as Ibn °Arabi, Riimi, and
Ibn Farid. This portion of the book ends with a discussion of the major
Sufi orders (tarikats) that came into existence in the late Middle Ages:
the Kadiri, Rifat, Badawi, Yesevi, Nakshibandi, Khalwati, etc. In this

viii



TRANSLATOR'S INTRODUCTION

examination of Bektashism’s Sufi roots, informed readers might notice
that Baba Rexheb includes no discussion of the heterodox roots so often
ascribed to it by a significant number of academics and observers.

Having presented the contextual foundation of Bektashism, the second
half of Misticizma Islame dhe Bektashizme discusses the major components
of Bektashi spirituality, such as adab (etiquette), admission into the order,
the centrality of mystical love, as well as the master-disciple relationship.
This is followed by a solid 244 pages devoted to the lives and poetic verse
of a long line of Bektashi personalities, beginning with Hajj1 Bektash Veli
and ending with the prominent babas of pre-WWII Albania, including Baba
Rexheb’s own spiritual master, Selim RithT Baba. These biographies are
quite extensive in some places, and nearly all of the poems are provided
with a brief explanation of their content and vocabulary.

In 1984, an abridged English translation of Misticizma Islame dhe
Bektashizme appeared under the title The Mysticism of Islam and
Bektashism. This translation was prepared by Bardhyl Pogoni and was
173 pages in length. Although the effort is certainly to be commended,
the work, overall, is lacking in many respects. Much of the religious
terminology was imprecisely rendered into English, and critical passages
from the original work were not translated at all, disrupting the flow of
reading and giving a blurry and rather imprecise picture of Bektashism.
Despite claims that persist to this day, The Mysticism of Islam and
Bektashism can in no way be considered a complete translation. It only
covers the first half of Baba Rexheb’s book (i.e. the portion discussing
Sufism) and a minute part of the second. It is clear that there were plans
to finish the translation of the remainder of the work, for the cover of The
Mpysticism of Islam and Bektashism is marked as “Volume [.” Sadly, these
plans were never realized as Bardhyl Pogoni passed away a year after this
work was published.

Given that Baba Rexheb devoted a considerable portion of his
Misticizma Islame dhe Bektashizme to poetry, it would be reasonable
to devote a few words to this topic. One of the ways in which Bektashi
spirituality has traditionally been conveyed is through the countless
mystical poems (nefes) composed over the centuries by both wayfarers
and saints. However, a reader unfamiliar with the principles of Bektashism
is bound to find these poems difficult to understand. In addition to
employing ambiguous phrases, symbols and terms intended to safeguard
Bektashi teachings from the eyes of the uninitiated and hostile religious
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orthodoxy, these poems seek to communicate spiritual experiences that
are impossible or near-impossible to express with words. Thus they are
veiled, cryptic and mystifying.

The majority of the nefes poems presented in this book were originally
composed in Turkish. These were then translated by Baba Rexheb into
Albanian. However, these translations were not direct renderings, as
Baba creatively reworked the originals to convey their expressive beauty
through rhymed and metered Albanian. This gave the book’s readers
delightful renditions of classic Bektashi poetry, albeit in a decidedly
paraphrased form. For a poet the caliber of Baba Rexheb — who was not
only fluent in Turkish and Albanian and but a master of the subject matter
as well — rendering these verses accurately and rhythmically proved to be
no difficulty.

Yet for this translator, the most challenging aspect of this book was
how to render the vast assembly of nefes poems into English. Early on I
decided to translate directly from the Turkish originals so as not to lose
accuracy in conveying their meaning. Had I translated Baba Rexheb’s
renditions word for word, I would have had the same problem faced in
translating the Turkish, although my renditions would then have been
two translations away from the original, thus increasing the risk of losing
what the poet sought to convey. I do not believe Baba Rexheb would
have objected to this, for he himself chose the path of poetic style over
verbatim translation. Thus, the English renditions of the nefes poems
presented here are entirely the handiwork of this poor one, and any flaws
and failings they may contain must in no way deflect the brilliance of
Baba Rexheb’s Albanian translations.

Two routes were available in translating directly from the original
nefes: I could simply render the poems in an academic (and somewhat
bland) manner word for word, preserving accuracy at the expense of
flowing expression, or I could employ artistic license in reinterpreting
the lines to convey a more poetic rendering. Baba Rexheb chose the
latter course, and I felt it fitting to do the same. Therefore, the reader will
find the English translations not only rhythmic but emulating (whenever
possible) the rhyme schemes traditionally employed by Turkish and
Albanian Bektashi poets.

Readers conversant in Albanian and Turkish and familiar with the
subject matter will no doubt find gaffes in my translation of this lengthy
and challenging book, particularly in the renderings of the poems. For
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these, the translator apologizes and takes full responsibility. However,
since this book presents information about Bektashism from the pen of a
Bektashi master it would seem a shame to leave it untranslated and hence
inaccessible to a large part of the world’s population. Needless to say, this
undertaking required an immense amount of perseverance over a number
of' years, and there is no way that I could have carried it out alone. Given my
own inadequacies and limitations, I could not have accurately translated
the subtle points of the many Turkish nefes poems presented in this book
without the assistance of my own murshid, Vafi Baba. His guiding hand and
expertise continually removed the obstacles I often faced rendering these
poems into English. I cannot imagine ever being able to repay his help
in this project adequately. I am also incredibly grateful for the assistance,
great and small, I received from Emin Leli¢, Sead Puskar, Azim Looker, Bahar
Aykag, Bektag Ahlatoglu, Kashan and Salman Malik and Ciineyt Dalgakiran
in translating, editing, and review. For their help with the Albanian poems
(often filled with archaisms not found in modern dictionaries), I wish to thank
Fatos Kopliku, Shkélqim Tosuni, and Olsi Jazexhi. May God bless each one
of them! I would also like to thank both Mr. Mérgim Korga for sharing his
memories of Baba Rexheb and the Albanian-American Bektashi community
for all of the support and encouragement they have given me throughout the
years that [ worked on this project. I also would like to express my profound
appreciation for the support and inspiration given to me by Haxhi Dedebaba
Edmond Brahimaj, head of the World Bektashi Community (Kryegjyshata
Botérore bektashiane) who has not only been a fountain of spiritual guidance
for me over the years but a friend as well.

Notwithstanding the countless hours spent working on the translation
of Misticizma Islame dhe Bektashizme, it was a task that brought great
delight. In each sentence I found a newly-uncovered jewel infused with
Baba Rexheb's spiritual grace and power. Knowing that these were his
words was, at times, overwhelming, and throughout this work I often
found myself returned to his presence, imagining him speaking these
spiritual teachings directly to me.

To describe the depth of Baba Rexheb’s character would require
volumes. My own memories of him are held cherished in my heart. It might
be easiest simply to say that Baba Rexheb fully embodied Bektashism in
all of its high principles and unfathomable spirituality. Bektashism has
often been called (understandably) a “liberal sect” within Islam. Having
watched Baba Rexheb in the few years that I knew him, I feel it more
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appropriate to describe Bektashism as an interpretation of Islam that
orders us to perfect and purify ourselves before encouraging others to
do so. I feel that this is the whole point of this book. The reader will
not find in these pages lengthy descriptions of unfathomable secrets or
mind-boggling mystic philosophies. What you will find is Baba Rexheb
stressing the need to curb the ego, build character and polish the heart. If
this can be done, we will not only advance through the veils separating us
from the Real (Hakk) but we will come to see the great beauty of God’s
creation, the miracle that is humankind and we eventually find love and
peace emitting from our hearts outward to the universe.

Baba Rexheb radiated such love and peace. To this day the
tenderness, guidance, and service he gave to all who sat in his shadow
are warmly remembered. This book expresses the essence of what Baba
Rexheb taught and what he believed. It is a printed image of who he
was. He lived every single day of his life by the teachings of morality
and human perfection expounded upon throughout this book. This book,
his book, Islamic Mysticism and the Bektashi Path, is an explanation of
the world- view that created his goodness. Those blessed to have had the
chance to meet him in this life will undoubtedly attest to this. For those
who were unable to, this book is a way to know him.

Years ago, | went to visit Baba Rexheb seeking relief from some
long-forgotten problem. “Don’t worry, my son,” he said. “Wherever you
go, and in whatever you do, I am with you.” My hope is that he is with
me in presenting his book to the world.
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A NOTE ON TRANSLATION AND TRANSCRIPTION

Throughout this book, I have followed the Library of Congress’ guidelines (with
slight modification) in the spelling of names and concepts that are Arabic in origin.
I have used the letter ‘k’ to represent the Arabic letter (3, rather than the standard
“q” in order to avoid confusion with the Albanian letter ‘q’, which represents a
different sound. My hope in taking this somewhat “academic” approach to translation
and transcription is (hopefully) to aid in rectifying the widespread and habitual
mispronunciation of names, concepts, and terms. For those individuals who lived part
(if not all) of their lives in post-Ottoman Albania, I have used the relevant modern
spellings. Dates prior to the 16th century AD are generally given according to the

Islamic (Hijr7) and Christian calendars.

Arabic Pronunciation

Those unfamiliar with Arabic transcription can ignore the diacritical marks and
pronounce the letters as they appear in English; except note that the a, 1, and T are
long vowels and commonly mark where the syllable is stressed - for instance, kitab
would be properly pronounced kitaab, hadith as hadeeth, and wujid as wujood

Albanian Pronunciation
‘ts’, as in ‘bits’
‘ch’, as in ‘chair’

dh ‘th’, as in ‘this’

é ‘uh’, as the ‘v’ in ‘radium’; silent at the end of words
gj ‘dj’, as in ‘adjourn’

] ‘y’, as in ‘yarn’

q ‘ch’, but with more of a ‘k’ sound

X ‘dz’, as in ‘adze’

xh ‘j°, as in ‘jump’

y a tightly round ‘v’, similar to the Turkish ‘i’

Turkish Pronunciation

‘J’, as in ‘jump’

‘ch’, as in ‘chair’

‘uh’, as the ‘v’ in ‘radium’

silent, but it lengthens the preceding vowel sound
a tightly rounded ‘o’

‘sh’, as in ‘short’

(=t BN e H | -/ Sl e N ¢

a tightly round “u’, similar to the Albanian ‘y’
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Baba Rexheb's Introduction

The Bektashi Order is known throughout the world, its presence being felt
in those Muslim lands where it left lasting traces. Throughout the long centuries
of its existence it has met both successes and setbacks. Consequently, people
developed an interest in Bektashism, so much so that a significant number of
books — both positive and negative — have been written about it. As a result, the
Bektashi Order became well-known and noteworthy.

Enormous interest in Bektashism took hold in Albania, especially since our
independence. It seemed that everyone was keen on learning something about
it. Despite this eagerness very few comprehensive studies were written in the
Albanian language about the Bektashis; and the people’s desire to learn about this
spiritual path and its philosophy remained unfulfilled.

We have always intended to write about this topic, hoping to give Albanians
a more comprehensive understanding of the Bektashi Path. However this plan
was repeatedly postponed owing to the unfavorable conditions of the time.

With the opening of a Bektashi tekke in the United States of America in
1954, we attempted (in cooperation with our tekke’s administrators) to publish
a periodical that would bring our intention to realization. This periodical was
entitled Zéri i Bektashizmés (The Voice of Bektashism), and four issues of it were
distributed to the public. However, the limited budget of the tekke prevented us
from moving further with this project.

Then in 1964 a book was written by the beloved spiritual son of Hajji
Bektash, Mr. Xhevat Kallajxhi. This book was published by our tekke on the
occasion of the tenth anniversary of its establishment. Xhevat’s work stirred a
considerable amount of interest in our tekke and our mystic path, and it sparked
in people a renewed yearning for a more extensive presentation of Bektashism.
Therefore, having been invigorated by the desires of many enthusiasts, we sat
down to write this book with the goal of realizing our long-held intention.

For this work to be a comprehensive study of the topic, we felt it necessary
to explain the historical context of Bektashism by presenting its foundational
background, which is Islamic mysticism. It is for this reason that we have entitled
our book Islamic Mysticism and the Bektashi Path.

It should go without saying that writing this book was a challenging
endeavor. Our isolation from Albania made it even more so, since we were cut
off from the literary and academic resources available there.
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Fortunately, we recently received two books on the subject matter. The first
is Tasavvuf Tarihi (The History of Sufism) by Professor Mehmet Ali Ayni of the
University of Istanbul, and the other is Isldmiyetin Gelistirdigi Tasavvuf (Sufism as
Developed by Islam) by Omer Riza Dogrul. We profited greatly from these books
and found them to be quite delightful. We made frequent reference to both of these
works, especially in the first half of our book. We likewise referenced other books
on our topic. Among these are the Marifetname (The Book of Knowledge) of
Ibrahim Hakki Erzurumi, Tiirk Edebivatinda Ik Mutasavviflar (Early Mystics
in Turkish Literature) by Fuat Kopriilii, Seyhi Ekberi Nigin Severim (Why 1
adore the Great Shaykh), also by Professor Mehmet Ali Ayni, and a number of
other works on the topic of Islamic mysticism.

For the second part of our book, we consulted Dr. Bedri Noyan’s Ask
Risalesi (Treatise of Love), Mi'rat ul-Makasid fi daf’ ul-Mafasid (The
Reflection of the Purposes for the Eradication of Intrigues) by Ahmed Rifat, and
Sadettin Nuzhet Ergun’s Bektasi Sairleri (Bektashi Poets). We also consulted
Hajj1 Bektash Veli’s Fawa ’id ul-Fukara’ (Advice to the Poor), the book Bektasi
Nefesleri (Bektashi Lyric Poems) of Ziya Sakir, Pir Sultan Abdal by Professor
Golpinarli, and various collections of the poetry of such luminaries as Nasimi,
Kaygusuz, Fuzili, and so on.

We make no claim to having produced a great work. We only trust that
we have provided a broad explanation, more or less, for those individuals
interested in this subject. Moreover, we believe that this is the first time
that such a comprehensive book has been written in the Albanian language
introducing both Islamic mysticism and Bektashism. We hope that our writing
of this opens the way for others to compose works on this subject in the future,
thereby enriching our mother tongue with such books that are found in all of
the languages of the civilized world.

It must be said that mystical philosophy is by nature extremely intricate.
Hence, this book must be read slowly and with care. To better understand the
essence of the poems presented in the second half of the book, the reader should
refer to the explanations that we give beneath each, since many poems might
otherwise be incomprehensible.

It is our hope that future circumstances will allow us to write other bene-
ficial books related to this topic. We close this introduction by asking for your
continued support and we ask God Almighty to bring us success in all of our
endeavors. Amin!

-The Author

Detroit, Michigan
July 29, 1967

xviii



History of
Islamic Mysticism




Ah, Submission!



The Foundations of
I[slamic Mysticism

ysticism — or tasawwuf (Sufism), as it is more commonly known

throughout the Islamic world — is a wellspring of life for the human
soul, for when the spirituality it stirs establishes its throne in the heart with
the aid of heavenly directives, all selfishness and materialism fades away;
and when this occurs its gifts will come to fruition.

Mysticism stimulates a state of awareness that guides those who
practice it along the road to perfection. It provides these spiritual wayfarers
with an all- embracing ethical outlook that purifies the individual of the
crass vulgarities manifest in the material world. This cleansing prepares
wayfarers for the ultimate goal of uniting with the Beloved, who is none
other than God Almighty.

Mysticism is essentially a mirror that reflects our spiritual condition.
As we strive along the spiritual path, this mirror enables us to cleanse
our hearts through introspection — for introspection allows the shrouds of
worldly passion that encircle the heart to unravel. By constantly curbing and
combating lustful desires we will find the strength to abandon gradually all
the diseases that afflict our character. When these desires begin to weaken,
the transcendent element that is hidden deep within all of us will take bloom
in our hearts, its seeds having been planted by introspection, contemplation,
and self-accountability.

The adherents of Islam’s mystical path corroborate the statements
presented above by way of this hadith kudst (sacred saying), wherein God
declares:

My heavens and My earth cannot contain Me,
but I can be contained within the heart of My faithful
servant.
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Hence God’s infinite light is to be found in the hearts of those who
sincerely devote themselves to this spiritual path. In fact, the light produced
by those journeying towards the Beloved has the power to purge every
imperfection and lust from the heart, much like a diamond once extracted
from the muck and mire is washed to present its true nature. We can likewise
behold our true and splendid nature through such “washing”, thereby
uncovering countless secret treasures before the throne of God after having
eradicated the self [or ego]. Doing so will bring us into the state called fana’
fillah by the mystics of Islam, a phrase meaning “extinction in God.”

THE KUR'AN

Mysticism has been present among human beings long before the
advent of historical Islam, for it is a phenomenon that emerges out of the
mists of antiquity. The Islamic mystics, however, stress that their particular
approach to spirituality flows out of the foundations of Islam, which are
the Kur’an, the hadith kudst and the Sunnah (sayings and conduct) of the
Prophet Muhammad as recorded in the hadith.

Those Kur’anic verses conveying mystical insight are abundant, among
which is this one, where God addresses the Prophet Muhammad:

And you (O Muhammad) threw not when you threw,
but rather it was God who threw...
{Stirat al-Anfal 8:17%

It is important for us to explain the context of this verse to allow our
readers to gain a greater understanding of its profound meaning. In the second
year after the Prophet’s migration from Mecca to Madinah (an event known
as the Hijrah), the polytheists of Mecca assembled a huge army that was to
launch a surprise attack on the Muslim community. To counter this move, the
Muslims went forth from Madinah and met the Meccans at the Wells of Badr
on the seventeenth day of the month of Ramadan. This battle was made all
the more perilous by the fact that it was carried out at a time when the Muslim
community was in a vulnerable condition

As the battle raged, God commanded the Prophet Muhammad to grab a
handful of sand and throw it towards the enemy ranks. The sand immediately
materialized in front of the Meccan army as a powerful dust storm, causing
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blindness among their ranks. Consequently, their assault ground to a halt.
Seeing their foes waver, the Muslim warriors counterattacked and eventually
overcame the idolaters. The victory at Badr presented an opening for the
Prophet’s teachings to spread far and wide. The foundations of Islam were
thus laid — foundations that no adversary has been able to shatter ever since.

Our mystics have extracted many meanings from this particular
Kur’anic verse, taking it as scriptural proof of God’s absolute command
over everything. Every act or movement that we make ultimately originates
with God and ultimately goes back to God. To describe this principle with
a simple allegory, the Islamic mystics have said that human beings are to
God like pens in the hand of a scribe. The pen may write, but it is moved
and directed by the scribe.

In addition to the aforementioned divine words, we have this sacred
Kur’anic verse, which states:

God is the Light of the heavens and the earth.
{Strat an-Nar 24:35%

We also have verse 115 of Stirat al-Bakarah, wherein God declares:

Wheresoever you turn,
there is the Face of God...
€Siirat al-Bakarah 2:115%

The Islamic mystics see this particular verse as proof of the mystical
theories of wahdat ul-wujid (the unity of existence) and wahdat ush-shuhiid
(unity of appearance), both of which will be discussed later on in our book.
In this verse God declares that He can be seen reflected in all of creation. We
should next examine this verse, in which God declares:

O you who believe! If any from among you abscond your Faith, soon
will God produce a people whom He will love as they will love Him,
gentle with the believers, strong against the immoral, struggling in the
way of God, and never afraid of the accusations of the fault-finders....
{Strat al-Ma’idah 5:54%

The Islamic mystics find confirmation in this verse for the emphasis
they place on divine love. According to their perspective, this form of love
expresses itself in two ways: Firstly, there is the love God has towards
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spiritually-perfected human beings and secondly, there is the love that such
individuals have for God. Both of these “loves” are included in this Kur’anic
verse. In light of this we read God saying in the Kur’an:

Have not those who disbelieve known
that the heavens and the earth were of one piece,
and We separated them...
4Siirat al-Anbiya’ 21:303

As with all of the Kur’anic passages cited so far, our Islamic mystics
extract many profound insights from this particular verse, the foremost being
that it proves the concept of the primordial Hakikat-i muhammadiyyah, the
“Muhammadan Reality,” which is the underlying and all-encompassing
foundation of creation. According to this theory, the essence of all created
things was pre-eternally condensed within the Hakikat-i muhammadiyyah.
Then at God’s command, everything in existence emerged (and continues
to emerge) out of this single reality, manifesting in the multitudinous forms
they have been destined to possess. This concept is a bit complex to grasp
fully, and it has been the subject of extensive discussion and debate between
mystics and non-mystic thinkers over the centuries. The great thirteenth
century mystic Ibn “Arabil wrote extensively on this theory, particularly in
his work Fusiis ul-Hikam (The Bezels of Wisdom), a work that we hope to
translate for our readers if the opportunity arises in the future.

Our mystics have likewise based their understandings of such topics
as repentance, forgiveness, patience, reliance on God, prayer, remembrance,
forsaking the world, and so forth, on the following Kur’anic verses:

And seek forgiveness of God. Indeed, God is ever Forgiving and Merciful.
{Strat an-Nisa’ 4:106 %

Be mindful of your duty to God, and seek the way of approach unto Him...
{Strat al-Ma’idah 5:353

O you who believe! Persevere in patience and constancy...
«Siirah Al-i “Imrén 3:200%

O you who believe! Turn to God with sincere repentance...
{Siirat at-Tahrim, 66:8%
And turn not away those who invoke their Lord,
morning and afternoon seeking His Face.
{Strat al-’An'am 6:52)
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And worship your Lord until the certitude comes up to you.
¢Siirat al-Hijr 15:99%

Know that this world’s life is only sport and play and gaiety and boast-
ing among yourselves, and a vying in the multiplication of wealth and
children, like the rain, whose causing the vegetation to grow, pleases
the husbandmen, then it withers away so that you will see it become
yellow, then it becomes dried up and broken down; and in the hereaf-
ter is a severe chastisement and (also) forgiveness from God and (His)
pleasure; and this world’s life is naught but means of deception.
€Strat al-Hijr 15:99%

And rely on the Ever-living Who dies not,
and celebrate His praise...
{Siirat al-Furkan 25:58}

Verily, the promise of God is true: let not, then, this present life deceive
you, nor let the chief deceiver [Satan] deceive you about God.
{Strah Lukman 31:33%

THE HaDITH KUDSI

In addition to the Kur’an, the Islamic mystics adorn their mystical per-
spective with the radiant light of the hadith kudsi, the extra-Kur’anic words
that God revealed to the blessed Prophet Muhammad. One of the most well-
known of these sayings is:

I was a hidden treasure and loved to be known.
Therefore I created Creation that I might be known.

The Islamic mystics stress that these words reveal God’s primordial
love for His creation and that the entire cosmos was brought into existence
solely to recognize and reciprocate this love. They assert that in pre-eter-
nity God was as He always has been and that nothing else existed save His
eternal divinity. God then desired to behold something other than Himself,
and so He brought the universe into existence. However, since no reality
truly exists apart from God, creation is nothing other than a glorious mirror
of the divine. This fact is alluded to in another hadith kudsi, wherein God
declares:
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And the most beloved things with which My slave comes nearer to Me
is what I have enjoined upon him; and My slave keeps coming closer to
Me through performing extra-obligatory worship until I love him, so I
become his hearing with which he hears, and his sight with which he sees,
and his hand with which he grips, and his leg with which he walks...

These words explain how those who submerge themselves in love of
God will be united with the divine presence, much like the lover is united with
the Beloved, or as the soul is entwined with the body. This particular hadith
kudst gives a clear explanation of the mystical concept of ittihad, the state
where the spiritual wayfarer — being annihilated in the never-ending divine —
merges into God and becomes the /nsan-i kamil, the “Perfected Human”. In
the state of ittihad, the lover’s self is reduced to ashes, and he is dissolved into
the ultimate beloved: God Almighty, who endures forever without equal. The
mystic wayfarer thus becomes one in character and spirit with his beloved. In
this transcendent state, the Insan-i kamil finds that every act carried out and
every word spoken arises not from the self, but from God. This concept is in
accordance with this Kur’anic verse where God describes the Prophet’s lofty
spiritual rank:

Nor does he speak out of his own desire...
Stirat an-Najm 53:3%

This hallowed verse reveals that the blessed Muhammad did not act or
speak according to his will. Every word and every act emerged from him by
the command of God. Any notion of self that the blessed Muhammad may
have possessed was extinguished in the divine. What appeared after that was
nothing other than his true essence.

THE HADITHS

In addition to the hadith kudsTt there exist many other mystical sayings,
or hadiths, uttered by sacred mouth of the Prophet Muhammad. Among the
more famous of these hadiths is this:

He who knows himself knows his Lord.
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Commenting on this particular hadith, the mystics of Islam maintain that
as we aspire to journey along the spiritual path we must first come to real-
ize that we are nothing; and having reached this point we must be prepared
to truly understand that the only genuine existence is the existence of God.
Moreover we have this blessed hadith from the Prophet, where he says:

Your greatest foe is the desire that emanates
from between your two sides [i.e. the physical body].

In accordance with this hadith our mystics have continually battled to
restrain any anger, lust or desire that may arise from within; for we will only
be able to adorn our character with exemplary conduct when we have purified
ourselves of vice and imperfection.

In addition to the two hadiths above the Islamic mystics have demarcated
—using the unassailable words of the Prophet to prove their point — the various
grades that the spiritually perfected possess in the mystical realm in relation
to the martyrs, saints, and prophets. Here is a hadith regarding this issue:

Among Godss servants are some who are neither prophets, nor martyrs,
but their rank with their Lord on the Day of Judgment will be so high
that the prophets and martyrs will envy them.

After the exalted Prophet Muhammad spoke these words one of his
companions asked: “Who are these people, O Messenger of God? Tell us
about their qualities so that we may know them and perhaps come to love
them.” The noble Prophet answered this question by saying:

They are those who are lovers of God. They have forsaken worldly ties
and the charm of this life. Their faces are filled with divine light [ntr]
and they remain focused on that radiance. When others fear, they are
not afraid, and when others are angry and worried, there is neither
worry nor anger nor other concern among them.

When these blessed words came to an end, the Prophet recited this
Kur’anic revelation:

Verily, the Friends of God [awliyaullah],
there is no worry upon them, nor do they grieve...
4Stirah Yanus 10:62)
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Accordingly, these hadiths, these prophetic maxims, are part of the
foundation upon which our mystics rest their spiritual endeavors. We should
not forget to say that these wayfarers have as an exemplar the Prophet
Muhammad, both in life and in conduct, to whom we shall devote the
following section.

THE NOBLE PROPHET MUHAMMAD

In keeping with the advice of the Islamic mystics, we shall now cast a
brief glance at the life and personality of the exalted Prophet Muhammad;
for it is in the example, or Sunnah, laid out by his life that we can clearly
see all of the essentials of Islamic mysticism manifest.

Before the revelation of the Kur’an and his ordination as God’s
messenger, the noble Muhammad would often retire to a solitary cave atop
Jabal an-Niir, a rugged mountain that rises above the city of Mecca. There
he would seclude himself day and night, sometimes for months at a time. By
focusing on the Creator, he would extinguish every worldly thought from
his mind and ceaselessly polish his heart. It not surprising that a man of
such lofty caliber would thrust aside the whole world in this way, absorbed
in the divine as he sat in seclusion. By carrying out these spiritual exercises
he ultimately converged with Hakk, the Real (i.e. God) and melted in Him.

The noble Muhammad would sit serenely in the absolute stillness of
his cave, with his mind far away from the affairs of the material world
and his heart stripped of any feeling for it. While his physical eyes could
see nothing within the dark cave, the intuitive vision of his heart became
intoxicated as he contemplated the flawless and masterly creator of the
universe. Muhammad beheld both the splendor of existence and, moreover,
that of its all-powerful designer.

Whenever the sacred month of Ramadan came around the noble
Muhammad would drop everything and depart to his cave atop Jabal an- Niir,
giving full attention to his devotions. In his sanctuary, he completely set
aside thoughts of family, home, and community, and this detachment from
the world allowed him to inhale the spiritual delights of which Islamic
mystics would later speak. This intense focus on spirituality, furthermore,
caused the blessed Muhammad’s innermost self to be unveiled, his intellect
to sharpen, and his heart to be purified. Everything now came to be seen
through the lens of Reality. With the passage of time the door to Truth
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opened; and when he reached the age of forty, the honorable Muhammad
had become suitably prepared with worthiness and spiritual capability to
embark upon his exalted mission as God’s last messenger to the world.

One night, as Muhammad’s enchantment with the splendor of his be-
loved deepened, the Archangel Gabriel appeared. Drawing near to Muham-
mad, the angel declared

Read! In the name of your Lord Who created!
He created man from a clot. Read!
And your Lord is Most Honorable, Who taught with the pen.
Taught man that which he knew not. ..
{Strat al-°Alak 96:1-5}

Gabriel then conveyed verses of the Kur’an to the exalted Muhammad
for the very first time with this command to “read”. Utterly bewildered by
this supernatural experience, Muhammad told the angel that he could not
read, to which the angel repeated the command to “read” twice more. When
Gabriel voiced the command a third time, the noble Muhammad began
reciting the divine revelation with perfect lucidity and at that moment he
was charged with the burden of prophethood, as well as the enormous
responsibility of conveying God’s word to the world.

We should not imagine that the blessed Muhammad only undertook such
demanding spiritual exercises in the days before his prophetic mission. Not
in the least! Even after revelation commenced and he was appointed God’s
messenger his transcendent state continuously and exponentially expanded.
In fact, he never ceased to demonstrate a worthy and righteous lifestyle,
a lifestyle very well-known to Muslims. The Prophet was completely
submerged in divine love, and he thrust aside all worldly concerns for the
sake of divine love, and thus his life became a venerated model of virtue for
his spiritual heirs.

The Prophet Muhammad’s matchless moral status can be observed
throughout the countless scenes displayed by his biography. The clearest and
most noteworthy proof of his unsurpassed spiritual rank is the extraordinary
event called the ‘Isra’wa’l-Mi‘raj. This event is mentioned in the Kur’an,
and it has been given extensive commentary in numerous important Islamic
religious works — works that continue to be studied.

For those who may not be familiar with this event, the ‘Isra’ wa’l-Mi‘r3j
is the night when the Prophet Muhammad was miraculously led by Gabriel
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from Mecca to the Al-Aksa sanctuary located in modern-day Jerusalem.
From the Al-Aksa sanctuary he was then transported through the heavens.
Unfathomable mysteries were revealed to the Prophet during this supernatural
journey, and these mysteries allowed him to arrive at the highest of all
conceivable spiritual ranks.

In the course of the ‘Isra’ wa’l-Mi‘raj a sacred ritual was held during
which the blessed Prophet was bequeathed the mystic prototypes of the ¢aj,
khirkah and kemer (among other things). These sacred vestments were later
inherited by our Bektashi dervishes, who have used them to this day.

A further display of the Prophet’s otherworldly character can be
observed in his daily habits. He continuously observed perhiz (abstinence)
— eating little, or sometimes not at all. He dressed simply at all times, for he
disliked ostentation. He also viewed excessive material wealth unfavorably.
Our dear Prophet led the modest life that would later be emulated by our
mystics. Much of the time the Prophet was found night and day engaged in
prayer in the corner of his sanctuary. His eyes and his mind were incessantly
focused on his love for God, the Lord of Reality. Indeed, the Prophet seemed
forever occupied with worship, so much so that his feet often grew swollen
from all of his standing in devotions. He likewise remained in prostration
for hours.

“O Messenger of God!” a companion of his asked one day, “So many
verses of the Kur’an have been revealed to you. Why do you undergo all
of these hardships despite the fact that God has already forgiven you of
any previous or potential shortcomings?” “Should I not then be a grateful
servant of my Lord?” the exalted Prophet responded. Furthermore, another
one of his companions recalled that the Prophet once said: “I swear by God
that I seek His pardon and turn to Him in repentance more than seventy
times a day.”

The guidance and teachings that the Prophet gave to his followers
emphasized the worship of One God, the abandonment of sinful deeds, and
the seeking of divine forgiveness. Also, he taught his followers to shun
desire for this transitory world and to strive continually to purify the heart.

Let us now turn to some of the sayings of the exalted Prophet Muhammad,
a man who at all times was true to his word and who forever made known what
is right and good. Whenever any of his followers faced difficulties he advised
them to be patient, to thank God and to seek forgiveness. He said:

10
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If God wishes good for one of His slaves, He seeks for him to deepen
his pious efforts. God then makes him leave the worries of this world
and shows all of his shortcomings needed to be improved upon.

He also gave this counsel in regards to spiritual matters:

If you see a man graced with renunciation of the world, and who is
drained of rhetorical skills, come close to that man and stick to his
side, for indeed he is inspired with wisdom (hikmah).

And the Prophet relayed this hadith kuds1 from God Himself:

None of My servants can approach Me, except those who meet Me
having performed what I have commanded. Then My servant does
not cease to approach Me through voluntary worship until I will love
him. When I love him, I will become the ears with which he hears, the
eyes with which he sees the hand with which he acts and the tongue
with which he speaks.

On another occasion, the Prophet said:

Cleanliness is half of faith, while “Praise be to God” fills the other half, and
“Glory be to God” and “God is Greater” fills up what is between the heav-
ens and the earth. Prayer is illumination, while charity is a verification of
oness faith; patience is brightness and the Kuran is evidence (burhan) either
on your behalf or against you. All people go out early in the morning and
sell themselves, either setting themselves free or being ruined.

The Prophet also said:

God is nearer to you than you are to your own soul. Mention God
when you are in a good position, and do not forget that He will give His
support in time of misfortune. Wisdom is to know that what is to be has

been preordained by God and that it will come in time; and what does
not occur was not written to be. But know that the patient will triumph.
Joy and sorrow are but sister and brother. Know that along with every

difficulty there is certain relief.

Again he said out of his sublime humbleness:

11
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O people! Seek forgiveness from God. Seek His mercy; for I myself ask
God for pardon a hundred times a day.

We can additionally see examples of the Prophet Muhammad’s spiritual
state in the supplications that he made to his Lord:

O Lord! I turn only to You! It is in You that I place my faith! Only
upon You do I rely! For You I have struggled and for You is my re-
membrance! O my Lord! Before You I plead, for whom can I implore
other than You? Do not place upon me sufferings I cannot bear!
You are the Living and Everlasting! All else comes and goes, yet You
remain eternal!

®

O Lord! Compel me to pray and make me steadfast! Diminish my stat-
ure in my own eyes and magnify me in the eyes of people!

&

O Lord! Help me to know! Make me satisfied with mercifulness! Hon-
or me with Your protection and bestow upon me wellbeing!

&

O Lord! Please give me what is good, and protect me! Endow me with
a virtuous character and increase my obedience to You, so that I may
carry out Your commands!

Such blessed words of the Prophet Muhammad have repeatedly
been rehearsed by the mystics of Islam. These prayers clearly reveal the
immeasurable spiritual vision that was present in the life and character of
the illustrious Prophet Muhammad.

12



[slamic Mysticism in the
Ist & 2nd

Hyrt Centuries

slamic mysticism did not immediately manifest itself as a noticeable
Itrend at the outset. Rather, it steadily evolved over a lengthy period,
often with tremendous sacrifice, until it became widespread and firmly
established throughout the Muslim world. During the first century of the
Islamic era, mysticism was a well-guarded matter, and its observance was
primarily restricted to the descendants of the exalted Imam °Alt and their
intimate circle of devotees.

In the early decades of Islam, Muslims were well aware of their basic
duties to worship God wholeheartedly, to properly perform the obligatory
sacred rituals, and to implement divine commands, for doing so would grant
heavenly blessings. According to the instructions of Islam, those believers
who went above and beyond these obligations by busily engaging them-
selves with nafila (super-obligatory) worship could obtain additional divine
rewards. Many Muslims considered these nafila devotions to be of great val-
ue, and those who did prayed without stop. Such pious individuals fervently
begged God to bestow upon them whatever rewards could be gained through
their efforts. However, carrying out such super-obligatory devotions was no
easy task. Nafila worship could be quite arduous, and consequently, it was not
observed by the majority of Muslims.

Nonetheless, there were those who possessed the will and
determination to forgo material comfort and give themselves totally over
to the worship. Such people were called ‘abid, or pietists, to distinguish
them from ordinary Muslims.

In addition to the °abid, there were others for whom these demanding
forms of worship alone did not suffice. Such individuals performed austerities
in addition to nafila worship by completely eschewing the trappings of the
material world, living plainly and standing aloof from the allure of ordinary
life. These people came to be called zuhhad (sing. zahid), or renunciants, to

13
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differentiate them from both the common folk and the abid.

The spread of Islam beyond the primitive tribes of the Arabian Peninsula
sparked a renewed advance in human civilization and progress. During the
early centuries of the Arab Empire two major educational institutions were
established: one in Kufah (a town to the south of Baghdad) and the other in
the city of Basra in southern Iraq.

In addition to teaching mantik (rational logic), the schools of Kufah and
Basra focused on Arabic grammar and stylistics. Both of these institutions
clearly maintained a religious character, as their goals were to delve into the
layered meanings of the Kur’an, the hadith, and other texts relating to the
Islamic faith through the study of linguistics. This is why, in addition to many
accomplished grammarians, the schools of Kufah and Basra produced huffaz
(memorizers) and melodious reciters of the Kur’an, as well as commentators
of sacred scripture.

In addition to Kur’anic exegetes, there emerged individuals who
mastered the study of hadith and religious jurisprudence. The later was
implemented in courts of law by the kadis. These men analyzed the exoteric
rules and regulations of Islam and pondered on how best to apply these to
society as a whole. The ultimate objective of the kadis was to ensure that the
community of the faithful remained upright through the proper application
of religious law. In doing so both the masses and the kadis would win the
eternal delights of Paradise and escape the fires of Hell.

It is important to note that during the first century of Islam, the
individuals mentioned at the start of this chapter who engaged in super-
obligatory worship (the °abid) and those who renounced the adornments
of the world (the zuhhad) had yet to form themselves into an organized
body or order. Each acted in accordance with his or her individual spiritual
perception and disposition. The religious lives of such resolute people
focused on rigorous acts of worship and abstaining from physical pleasure.
Their devotion was often accompanied by weeping and wailing caused by
reflection on possible consignment to Hell. In fact, the huzn, or distress, of
these ascetics reached such a level that their constant wailing served as an
outward affirmation of their inner anguish.

Both the cabid and the zuhhad struggled to constrain and resist the desires
of the ego all the while striving to purify their souls through rafakkur, or
reflection on the life to come. The material world was of no significance to
these folk and they eagerly sought to surmount the many perils and hurdles
on the path to gaining God’s approval and grace.

14
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This spiritual outlook came to be epitomized by the “Basra School” of
mysticism, which argued that only intense contemplation could bring one to
genuine faith. Moreover, the Basra School held the view that self-purification
was the only act capable of gaining God’s pleasure, which would be needed
to allow one to enter Paradise. Self-purification could only be stirred by the
distress, anxiety, and regret felt over one’s pitiful and imperfect spiritual state.

One of the great mystics of this period, the famed Hasan al-BasrT, spoke about
this stance:

This world is like a fertile field. If you plant it with all that it
hungers after you will be answerable, for you will only be saved
if you do not fill it with desire. If you are taken up with it in
friendship, it will cast you into a pit from which not even the most
skilled can escape. Intense contemplation leads one to good works
and repentance from immoral acts. However beneficial it seems to
be, this world is temporary and thus has no lasting value. It cannot
be compared to a world that is everlasting. Move away then from
this illusory and deceitful world, for its craftiness is sugary and
unrestrained. Deluded is the one who embraces it completely!

Regarding distress, anxiety, and regret Hasan al-BasrT said:

He who has genuine faith rises in the morning with fear and goes
to sleep at night with fear. We cannot do otherwise; we are sim-
ply stuck between these two fears. The first fear is this: Since we
commit so many sins we are not even aware of, there is the fear
of how God will be awaiting us on the Day of Judgment. The
second fear is the uneasiness of how we will spend our day, never
knowing what will result, and of doing something that will not be

approved and accepted by God!

On the matter of anxiety over possible consignment to the fires of Hell,
Hasan al-Basr1 added:

A godly man knows he will eventually die. He believes that he
will rise on the Day of Judgment and appear before his Lord with
all of the deeds performed during his lifetime. Consequently, he
will always fear what his end will be; and for this he becomes ter-
ribly careworn, ever so often weeping. If we live life filled with
such worry of Hellfire we will be encouraged by this worry to do

good, and in this way, we will earn the ultimate reward.

Finally, Hasan al-BasrT gave the following counsel about worldly desires:
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O Humanity! Save yourself from cravings. Guard yourself against
these, for your soul is in your hands. If it is to be saved, it will be
you who will save it! If it is lost, you will be lost with it. What do
you want of things other than your own? They will have no value

one day. However, if you win Paradise, everything will be yours!

To sum up this section, the Islamic mystics of this time saw focused
contemplation on the afterlife as the sole method by which a person could
find true faith, since fear and worry of divine chastisement would compel
the individual to purify the heart and carry out deeds pleasing to God. In
doing this, the reward of Paradise would be secured.

However, by the second HijrT century the aforementioned outlook was
fused to a new idea: the concept of love for God. In addition to contemplating
the afterlife and weeping for fear of divine chastisement (elements of which
persisted), many pious persons came to realize that an element of ‘ashk
ilahi (divine love) had to be present in the struggle for spiritual awareness.
This insight did much to advance the spiritual growth of humanity; and the
initiator of this fresh inspiration was a woman from Basra named Rabi‘a
al-°Adawiyyah, to whom we exclusively devote the next section.

RABI®A AL-*ADAWIYYAH

The saintly mystic Rabi‘a al-*Adawiyyah was born in the city of
Basra towards the end of the First HijrT century. She completed her higher
education in her hometown, and she eventually progressed so far in the
realm of mysticism that she gained the title “The Crown of Men.” She
passed from this world in 185/ 801 and lies buried on the Mount of Olives in
Palestine, where her illuminated grave continues to be visited by pilgrims.

Rabi‘a married only once, and when her husband passed away, she was
left with very little money. Her poverty compelled her to focus her whole
heart on the spiritual path and like the other Islamic mystics of her day,
Rabi‘a pursued this path with tears of sorrow and worry. But she introduced
a new element into the ascetic outlook of her contemporaries: that of “ashk
ilaht. This element of divine love would play a tremendous role in opening
of a new chapter in the story of Islamic mysticism.

In her spiritual pursuits, Rabia not only exhibited the distress,
trepidation and weeping that the zuhhad of her day experienced, she also
enjoyed something far loftier than a desire for Paradise or fear of Hell. For
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on the Mount of Olives, Jerusalem.

her, the wayfarer needed to give less importance to fear of divine wrath and
aspiration for a heavenly reward to attain spiritual fulfillment. Instead, God
needed to be loved, and the wayfarer’s driving impetus must be seeking
out the beauty of God’s visage. Love of God, above all else, should be the
primary goal of all true mystics.

Rabi‘a maintained that it is only this spirit of love that can bring the
wayfarer to the ultimate reality. In stressing this point — especially at a time
when Islamic mysticism was still unrefined and had yet to achieve full
maturity — Rabi‘a fashioned a new take on the transcendent path to God. On
hearing a zahid once exclaim, “Oh the sorrows!” Rabia quickly retorted,
“You should rather say ‘Oh the lack of sorrows!” For if you were truly filled
with sorrow you would not have the gall even to breathe!”

It would be no overestimation to describe Rabi‘a as the first nightingale
of her time, a nightingale who sang of the beauty, grandeur, and adoration
of her beloved, God. Rabi‘a was the most advanced mystic of her day, the
brightest and most exuberant of all. She utterly detached herself from the
adornments of the world and ultimately surrendered heart and soul to her
Lord. Rabi‘a was submerged in the love of God, and her ego was completely
extinguished by the intensity of that love, so much so that her biography has
been celebrated ever since.
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Nevertheless, Rabi‘a did on occasion express apprehension about
God’s judgment in the afterlife, but her worry was interwoven with the
loving adoration for her maker that she felt deep within her soul. In other
words, any despondency that she might have felt was nothing other than the
boiling cauldron of love which, in poetic expression, bubbled and seethed
in her heart. Her merging of love and dread left clear marks on her spiritual
teachings. These marks can be considered the first stage of an undercurrent
that was to be absorbed and expanded by later Islamic mystics.

In her recorded words, Rabi‘a conveyed love’s passion with such
profound sincerity that she came to be respected and praised by many
subsequent mystic luminaries, like Suhrawardi and Al-Ghazali. She
truthfully touched on no other theme except divine love. Everything for
her began and ended with this, and she wholeheartedly endeavored to
communicate this ideal in the loftiest way. This can be seen in this poem
wherein she describes her spiritual state:

It is with two loves that I adore you;

One love from myself, the other from you.

In the love from myself I endlessly call to you;

You reveal your face in the love that comes from you.
No praise in these loves towards me at all us due,
Praise alone for both utterly belongs to you.

The great Islamic scholar and mystic Al-Ghazali (whom we shall meet
later on) paid tribute to Rabia’s words in his masterwork lhya “ulim al-Din,
saying:

What Rabi‘a means by a “love from myself” is the love of God
stimulated by His approval and grace. This love brings momentary
delight. The love that “comes from you” is the love revealed to
her through God’s visage. This is the loftier of the two loves. The
pleasure arising from the glory of God’s visage is relayed by the
exalted Prophet Muhammad in this hadith kudst, where God says:
“I have prepared for my faithful servants what eye hath not seen nor
ear heard and what has not entered into the heart of man.” Some of
these delights are awarded in this world to those who have wholly

purified their hearts.
Rabi‘a herself said in one place:

Within my heart here is only one voice that speaks, and it is yours!
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Others speak around me and remain within eyesight. However, in
my heart, at the center of my soul, there is only one and that is you!

On another occasion she exclaimed:

O my love! Whenever I express love, you turn to me. What is
this wonder? For what reason? Aren’t you a lover as you say?
Anything otherwise would be dreadful, for the Beloved not to

respond to the lover!

Contrary to the outlook of the zuhhad — who only sought to gain Paradise
and save themselves from Hell — Rabi‘a struggled to fully submit to God and
draw near to Him, so near in fact to be dissolved in His grandeur. For her, true
love neither dreaded punishment nor desired reward. Rabi‘a only wanted to
behold the splendor of God’s visage and merge with it. This was a unique and
exalted notion, one that is clearly seen in this most famous supplication of hers:

O God! If I worship you for fear of Hell, incinerate me in it. If
worship you out of longing for Paradise, keep it from me. But if [
worship you for yourself alone, do not deny me your everlasting

splendor!

When a friend once asked her how she understood faith, Rabi‘a replied
without delay:

I do not worship my Lord to obtain Paradise, or to avoid Hellfire
— such a thing would make me look like an common servant who
works only to receive compensation. I submit to my Lord solely to
love Him with all my being. Where one to weep and wail for God

without being united with Him, it would be a useless artificiality.

Rabi‘a gained the admiration of all of her contemporaries on account of
these transcendent principles. She was the first person to inject the notion of
divine love into Islamic mysticism, a concept that we have detailed above.
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As the domains of Islam expanded during the third and fourth Hijr1
centuries, the Arab people came into intimate contact with more
sophisticated civilizations and the resulting interaction yielded significant
advancement in many areas of life. Thus the Muslims were able to bequeath
numerous contributions to humanity, and it was during this era that a
vizier of the Seljuk Empire founded a university in Baghdad known as the
Madrasah an- Nizamiyyah

In those days Baghdad took on the appearance of a world capital as it
turned into a focal point for countless cultural and scientific activities. Hundreds
of translators of ancient Greek, Sanskrit, Syriac (an old Semitic language) and
Middle Persian rushed to the patronage of the caliph’s court. These individuals
translated into Arabic important works in the fields of physics, chemistry,
mathematics, medicine, science, as well as other areas of study. As a result of
these translations, the Muslim Arabs produced many distinguished doctors,
eminent scientists, expert mathematicians, and gifted chemists.

During this period of history the cultural advance of Muslim civilization
received fresh momentum with the emergence of Persian literature, a field
that would contribute over the centuries hundreds of poets, authors, and prose
writers who would bestow upon their language worldwide recognition.

During these centuries of educational and cultural expansion, the
Muslim world advanced with such great strides that it made an identifiable
impact on many other civilizations around the world. In fact, it significantly
influenced the development of Western civilization. It is well-known that
many words of Arabic origin — such as algebra, alchemy, magazine, etc.
—can still be found in European languages. This alone bears witness to the
important role that medieval Arab culture played in the formation of modern
Western civilization.
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During this period we also find broadminded Muslim thinkers
challenging the inflexible mindset of religious conservatives. The
technological, educational and material advances in daily life began to
challenge people’s views, especially their views on faith and spiritual
awareness. As they grew infatuated with the material gains that progress
conveyed they began to forget the ways of the abid and zuhhad of earlier
times. However, a handful of individuals firmly resisted this state of affairs,
and they held fast to the quest for the transcendent.

As the words “abd and zahid gradually fell into disuse the term tasawwuf,
or proper mysticism, started to be used to describe the quest, the practitioners
of which came to be known as “Sufis.” The Arabic word suf means “wool,”
and these individuals were in all probability called “Sufis” because of the
coarse woolen robes they wore as their habit. The definition of a Sufi bears
similarity to °abid and zahid, but it diverged significantly from these two as a
result of the attitudes of later mystics, to the point that very little remained of
any initial likeness. The mystic AbQ Hafs al- Suhrawardi (d. 641/1243) wrote
in his ‘Awarif al-Ma‘arif (Knowledge of the Learned) that Sufism possesses
some qualities and merits lacking in the ways of the earlier °abid and zuhhad.
Sufism is a means by which one could gain an elevated state through forsaking
negative behavior. Consequently, Sufism stands apart from the two earlier
spiritual approaches, which laid emphasis on distress, apprehension, and
sorrow. Thus the Sufis branched out from the ¢abid and zuhhad, as well as the
‘ulama’ (scholars of exoteric Islam), and, as we had mentioned above, one
of the peculiar practices of the Sufis was the donning of woolen cloaks as an
outward sign of their indifference towards worldly wealth.

Before presenting details regarding the progress of Islamic mysticism
in the third and fourth HijrT centuries, it would be best to draw attention
to the definitions given during this time to the words “Sufi” and “Sufism”.
Throughout their evolution, these terms have been used to describe adherents
of the spiritual path in relation to the qualities its followers possessed.
Despite the fact that these terms have been defined in a variety of ways,
the substance and goal of these explanations is one — as can be observed in
these quotes:

* According to Bishr al-Hafi (d. 255/840), a Sufi is “a person who is
spiritually pure and whose heart is entirely illuminated.”

* Bandar ibn Husayn (d. 353/964) said, “God has chosen the Sufi for
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Himself and cleansed him from his ego’s cravings. Such a person
has pleasure and satisfaction with God. He has severed all links to
worldly desire and is thoroughly devoid of it.”

* Abt °Al1 al-Rudhbart (d. 321/933) described a Sufi as a person,
“who wears a coarse woolen cloak out of love for God. He is never
angry and he is thoroughly stripped of the world. He is busy with
both his hands in the way of the Prophet, a way which he holds to
with great vigor.”

+ Salh al-TustarT (d. 284/898) said, “A Sufi is one who is stripped
of all moral impurities. He remains pure, detached from any
connection to the material world. He keeps his thoughts focused
on God and is withdrawn from human affairs. Gold and coal are
one and the same to him.”!

As we can see, this array of definitions points to a single goal in that
they all agree that the soul must be purified and desire overcome. The ego
must be fought if we seek to draw near to God. The enchantments of this
world must be resisted, and the self entirely surrendered to the divine, all
while maintaining deep contemplation. These acts are in full accord with the
teachings of the Prophet. These additional definitions of Sufism should help
us gain further understanding of its goals:

* Ma’ruf al-Kharkhi said: “Sufism is the complete immersion
of your being in spiritual matters. It is forsaking anything that
should fall into your hand and, moreover, holding no hope in the
material world.”

* Abli Muhammad al-JarirT said: “Sufism is the integration of lofty
characteristics and the forsaking of moral deficiencies.”

* Ruwaym al-Baghdadi said: “Sufism is based on four things:
privation, which means detaching from both what you have and
that which you don’t have; reliance on God and leaving your
needs to Him alone; sacrifice in the way of God; and seeing the
needs of others as being above your own. Sufism is giving up
asking anyone for anything and demanding your rights from
others. Sufism is abandoning anger and freeing the self from
lustful desires, annihilating them altogether.”
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* Junayd al-Baghdadi said: “Sufism is being with God and having
no worldly attachments. It is extinguishing desire and ego. It is
uniting with God and submitting to Him in accordance with the
words of the Prophet Muhammad: ‘Die before you die.””

Junayd likewise said: “Gather yourself together and consistently
bring God to mind.” This means that if we are to make spiritual progress,
we must remember God with heart and soul and trust in Him completely.
Furthermore, Junayd stated: “Being vigilant, enter into the state of wajd
(ecstasy) and be absolute in your submission.” This means that we must
follow our pious predecessors not just in word, but in deed. All of these
definitions require us to adorn our spiritual lives with admirable character,
for doing so aids in conquering the ego and in gaining nearness to God.?

We should note here that the Arabic term fakr (poverty) as it is used
by Islamic mystics means to be in a state of need to the greatest extent that
the wayfarer can bear, relying solely on God for the fulfillment of his needs.
Also, the wayfarer must not imagine that he has any real will, for everything
must be entrusted to God’s will. He must strive to cleanse himself of all moral
impurities, as commanded by the Kur’an and the example of the Prophet.
This striving will certainly hasten the obliteration of the ego before the
majesty of God.

If we were to condense these various descriptions of Sufism into a single
definition it would become clear that if we choose to dedicate ourselves to
the spiritual path we must not be deceived by the tumult of the world; rather
we must completely involve ourselves in polishing the heart, living by lofty
principles, removing egoism, and outfitting ourselves with the qualities
of holiness. We must also carry out deeds that are beneficial to humanity,
thereby remaining faithful to the practice of the blessed Muhammad.

As we can see, the definitions (or rather explanations) of Sufism
presented above — which were given in the last half of the second Hijr1 century
— possess several shades of meaning. Nevertheless, they can be summarized
in the words of Ma’rif al-Kharkhi, who stated: “Sufism embraces hakikat, or
reality, and it rejects anything that is in circulation among the masses.”

Now that we have briefly presented the descriptions used by the early
spiritual masters to define mysticism and Sufism, it would be beneficial
to examine how these concepts were viewed during this early period of
Islamic history. Was it or was it not seen as a field of knowledge? Moreover,
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if it was, what category of knowledge did it belong to? To answer these
questions we shall present a careful examination of the issue here.

The sharicat, or Islamic sacred law, not only taught Muslims how to
conduct ritual worship in the proper way, it also instructed them on how
social and civic obligations had to be discharged. When we investigate this
period of history, we find that the rules of the shari*at were seldom cataloged,
systematized, or put down in writing. Instead, they were committed to
memory and transmitted orally to the next generation.

Over time, however, the doctors of the shariat — as well as others fix-
ated on exoteric religious knowledge — properly systematized and arranged
the particular points, principles and matters dealing with sacred law. With
this codification of the shariat, there arose a class of scholars known as the
fukaha’. These scholars studied, analyzed and explored the shariat in such
great detail that they were able to write countless books, both great and
small, regarding its regulation. Sometimes these works comprised numer-
ous volumes. Of course all of these compositions claimed to be anchored in
the commands of the Kur’an and the Prophet Muhammad.

The Sufis were, by and large, indifferent with such works. They did
not feel the need to preoccupy themselves with exoteric manifestations of
Islam; rather they sought to delve into its inner depths. Like the fukaha’
the Sufis began to write and arrange works according to their particular
outlook. These works discussed topics like self-discipline, the purification
of the heart, moving away from immoral desires, and leading a life based
on transcendent values.

Consequently, Islamic leaning advanced along two divergent paths. The
first dealt solely with ritual prayer (salah/namaz) and other external religious
rites and regulations, and it came to be known as the path of “i/m-i zahir, or
exoteric knowledge. ‘[lm-i zahir supplied fatwdas (practical rulings) based
on the yardstick laid down by the shart°at as interpreted by the fukaha’, who
along with the kadis and muftis, were the law’s foremost authorities.

The second path explored matters such as self-discipline, struggling
against the ego, and expanding of one’s spiritual state. This path became
known as the path of “ilm-i batin, or esoteric knowledge — which is the path
of mysticism.

The fukaha’ wrote books filled with fatwas based on the precepts of
the Kur’an and the hadiths, while the mystics wrote of spiritual intoxication
and annihilation in the splendor of God, along with the experiences that
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transpired while traveling through these states. Unsurprisingly writings
of these two streams of thought evolved in different directions, with the
fukaha’ focusing on exterior worship and social conduct and the mystics
focusing on the purification of the heart, the development of virtue and
spiritual insight. As we have stated above, the interpretation of the shartat
(for that matter, Islam as a whole) separated into two contrasting branches:
the exoteric and esoteric; and it has remained like this ever since.

While the fukaha’ were busy with the exoteric, the early mystics of
Islam began framing concepts that would be expanded upon by later mystics.
For instance, these individuals asserted that genuine spiritual awareness
could not be attained by means of zahiri (external) knowledge, but only
through batini (esoteric or inner) knowledge. This awareness was not seen
as a category of knowledge per se, but as sikmah, or wisdom. It could not be
truly be categorized as a science since it was a heavenly knowledge (“ilm-i
laduni). This awareness was not based on words and books; it was a state
of consciousness. Ibrahim Hakki Erzurumi (d. 1780) clearly explains this
point in his Ma‘rifatnamah:

Batini knowledge is heavenly knowledge, the awareness of
reality, the awareness of the saints, the awareness of irfan (mystic
gnosis) and divine love. It is a perception in the heart that opens
eyes, covers transgressions, forgives shortcomings and adorns
the nameless. It is knowledge about which God speaks of in the

Kur’an: “Who comes to this knowledge brings about great good.”
He then continues:

Zahiri knowledge is acquired through study, whereas batini
knowledge is attained by way of renunciation. Zahiri knowledge
bounces from one tongue to another, whereas batini knowledge
descends from the insight of the heart and it trickles into the core
of the soul. Zahiri knowledge is a feat of the tongue, whereas
batini knowledge emerges from the angelic realm and is connected
to matters of the heart. Zahiri knowledge is recognized far and
wide and is written down in books, whereas batini knowledge
is enclosed in the breasts of those near to God, and all others
are forbidden to convey it. Zahiri knowledge is discovered by
thinking, whereas batini knowledge is obtained through the
continual remembrance of God.
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Another Islamic mystic, Aba Talib al-Makki (d. 385/996), once said
this about batini knowledge:

The individual absorbed in mystical awareness of God enjoys
three sorts of knowledge. The first is zahiri knowledge, which
is open to all. The second is batini knowledge, which is only
bestowed upon the capable. Then there is a third type of
knowledge, which is neither zahiri nor batini; this knowledge
forever remains concealed and is a secret between God and the
Insan-i kamil.

On the subject of hikmat ilahi (divine wisdom), Ibrahim Hakki adds these words:

Hikmah is spiritual wisdom. It is an inspiration from God that
takes one to the heights of understanding, reasoning and insight.
It is an illumination that descends from the divine throne to the
accepting heart, by which everything is fully untangled and by
which Hakk, or Reality, is revealed. The one who obtains this
blessing converses with God and abides in Him. This person
speaks and acts in order to rectify and make all well. The signs
of this kind of knowledge entering are: the letting go of worldly
desires, the intent to be continuously in the huztr (presence) of
the Lord, eating, drinking, and speaking less, being in a state
of constant goodwill and speaking appropriately, and finally,
remaining entirely focused on God. The signs of hikmah in
an “arif (gnostic) are that he is sustained by his Lord having
surrendered completely to his Lord’s will and that he is gentle
and humble before people, socializing with them in a pleasant
way. He respects his elders, gives consideration to the young and
shows kindness to both friend and foe. He who has these qualities
stands as wise in the eyes of God. Such a person conveys this
wisdom to those who are capable of carrying it and withholds it
from the ignorant.

Concerning batini knowledge, Jam1 (d. 897/1492), a mystic of Persia,
states in his book Nafahat al-Uns (Breaths of Fellowship):

‘Ilm ul-batin is the complete knowledge the Prophet Muhammad
received in his heart from the divine throne by way of inspiration
and without the intermediation of the Archangel Gabriel. This
inner awareness encompasses many forms of knowledge, such
as knowledge of faith, of Islam, of sincerity, of one’s self, and of
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purifying the self. Moreover, ‘ilm ul-batin encompasses a total
understanding of the word of God, the lifting of the veils of His
countenance, His unity, His manifestation and the approach to
Him. It has a rank and place in respect to the relevant divine
qualities. It also presents a full understanding of the spiritual
states of nearness, distance, annihilation, abiding, intoxication,
and vigilance.

All of the spiritual states cited by Jami can be very difficult to understand
and can only be grasped and tasted by those who have been inspired to reach
them. Nevertheless, we highlighted them here so that our readers may become
acquainted with them.

Before we close this subject we should consider the opinion of the
Egyptian scholar and mystic °Abd ul-Wahhab ash-Sha‘rani (d. 973/1565), who
states the following in his book At-Tabakat al-kubra:

As stylistics is to the core of applied linguistics, Sufism is to all
of the works that spring from God’s commands and the dictates
of His noble messenger. Mysticism is an unimpeded knowledge,
recognizable in the words of both the Kur’an and the Prophet.
The great Sufi, Ibn°Arabi, said in his remarkable work Al/-
Futiahat al-makkiyya: “Walking the Sufi Path requires resilient
faith and steadfastness.”

May God confer such light upon us! Amin!

Looking through the books of centuries past we see that the Sufism
of the third and fourth HijrT centuries integrated the basic principles of
mysticism, morality, metaphysics and, above all, personal integrity. The
renowned late-Ottoman scholar Mustafa Abdiirrezak Pasha wrote that
mysticism conveys the essence of exoteric Islamic worship. This view is
further reinforced by Abu Bakr al-Kattant (d. 322/934), another mystic
sage, who states:

Sufism advocates integrity of character, because this bolsters
godliness and expands internal purification. The pursuit of wisdom
on the Sufi path leads one to know the self, as it allows awareness
of the good and evil aspects found within one’s character,
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compelling a determined individual to strive for improvement.
Sufism, therefore, requires both moral and spiritual focus.?

The Islamic mystics of centuries in question sought to unlock the
human spirit and provide examples of how this could be done. They were
likewise interested in the spiritual stations that the soul traversed on its
ascent back to God. These mystics taught people to free themselves from
the clutches of the ego, for then their souls would abide in God, ultimately
merging into Him.

These early mystics saw this path embracing the ethical teachings
outlined by exoteric Islam and as a means by which boundless spiritual
wisdom could be obtained — since it is a yardstick of the transcendent affairs
of the heart. These mystics struggled to become perfected human beings,
completely obliterated, dissolved, and united with God by way of His sublime
grace. These views can be clearly identified in the sublime expressions of
Bayazid Bastam1, Mansiir al- Hallaj and many other individuals who will be
introduced throughout our book.

If divine love emerged as Islamic mysticism’s dominant theme with
the coming of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyyah in the second HijrT century, this love
became its primary focus in third and fourth; and it was during this period
that two new expressions of mysticism emerged — absolute submission and
devoted love, called mahabbah.

Throughout the third HijrT century, the concept of mahabbah became
the central focus of mystic thought, even though the famous Manstr
al-Hallaj coupled mahabbah with absorption into the divine. In fact,
Al-Hallaj expressed in his works his lofty spiritual state so beautifully that
he is known throughout the Muslim and non-Muslim worlds. Mahabbah
was likewise thoughtfully expressed during this period by another mystic,
Al-Muhasibi1 (d. 242/857), who devoted an entire chapter to this topic in
one of his works. Al-Muhasib1 explained in detail the way love of God
awakens in the heart, how it then evolves, and how it reaches its zenith. He
taught that mahabbah is a heavenly gift, since its seeds had to be planted by
God in the heart. When mahabbah takes root, it can evolve to such a degree
that the lover eventually disappears into the Beloved, utterly dissolving
into the divine.

The concept of mahabbah has been expanded upon time and again by
many famous mystics, like Abu Talib al-Makki (d. 386/966) in his book
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Kutul-kulib (Nourishment of the Hearts), Al-Kushayri (d. 465/1072),
Al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) in his famous work lhya’ uliim ud-Din (Revival
of Religious Knowledge), Ibn al-°Arif (d. 535/1140) in his book Mahasin
ul- majalis (Attractions of the Sessions), and many other celebrated mystics.*
These writers defined mahabbah in great detail and the importance each of
them gave to it can be clearly ascertained. Thus we can say with confidence
that these distinguished individuals laid the foundations of Islamic mysticism
and prepared the ground for countless figures yet to come by pouring these
crucial elements into the course of future streams of spiritual awareness.
One such element was the active cultivation and maintenance of mahabbah
by the wayfarer.

The dispositions and views of the Islamic mystics living in the third
and fourth HijrT centuries can be better understood when contrasted with
the personalities, outlooks, and guiding principles of the important figures
of the first and second, individuals who devoted themselves to realizing the
form of spirituality that we have mentioned above.
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Those zuhhad and °abid still present in the second HijrT century were
almost exclusively found in Iraq. In contrast, the Islamic mystics of
the third and fourth HijrT centuries were present throughout the Muslim
world and could be found in every region. Nonetheless, the area around
Baghdad radiated the most attraction to the mystics, since this city was a
center of education, culture and religion. It was in and around Baghdad that
mysticism developed both at a rapid pace and in striking style. It also took
on more practical manifestations and came to be quickly recognized among
the common folk.

By all accounts, the first person to hold mystic gatherings in Baghdad
in the open was Sari as-Sakat1 (d. 253/867). As-Sakati was a merchant early
on in his life, but he later forsook trade and secluded himself in his home
to devote himself entirely to worship, thereby removing himself from the
turbulence of the common people. As-Sakatt achieved unmatched respect in
Baghdad once his mystical tendencies, their requisites, as well as his own
spiritual stations and mystic experiences, became known.’

During the third and fourth HijrT centuries, we find one individual
speaking openly about the spiritual sweetness of remembering God, drawing
near to Him and becoming His intimate — but this time from the minbar
(pulpit) of the mosque! This mystic was Abii Muhammad al-Baghdadi,
(d.221/835). Before his day no one dared to speak openly on such matters.

It would also be fitting to mention Macruf al-Karkhi of Baghdad,
who left this world in 200/815. He was a distinguished mystic who was
inspired by the teachings of °Alt ar-Riza, who as we know is the eighth of
the Twelve Imams of the Ahl ul-Bayt, the Prophet's household.® Even the
above-mentioned Sari as- Sakati drew inspiration from Al-Karkhi, a man
who once said, “Mysticism is attaining awareness of hakikat, all the while
expecting absolutely nothing from the hands of people.”
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Al-Karkhi was so immersed in his love for God that only after merging
with divine could he awaken from spiritual intoxication. According to
Al-Karkht’s teaching, the obliteration of God’s perfected saints only
indicates their everlastingness and their physical death is the gateway to
never-ending spirituality. Thus, he is once noted to have said, “The death of
a perfected human marks the beginning of real existence. Alas! How many
people are breathing right now but dead in spirit?”

Another important mystic of this period was the Persian saint
Abt Sulayman ad-Darant (d. 215/830). He explained that when mutual
love filters down between the Beloved (i.e. God) and the lover (i.e. the
wayfarer), a sudden sense of tranquility appears in the lover, who can be
considered at that point an “arif, or knower of God. To better explain this
idea Ad-Darani wrote:

The insightful arif closes his eyes to the world and sees nothing
else but God. His eyes weep at the thought of losing sight of his
Lord, but his soul rejoices when he has found that which he seeks
(i.e. God) is close at hand.

We also find the aforementioned Abi °Abdullah al-Muhasibi among
the noteworthy mystics of the third HijrT century. Al-Muhasibt (d. 243/857)
explained in a straightforward manner all of the stations that have to be crossed
while walking the spiritual path. He also described how hakikat is revealed
and how mystical wisdom and insight are gained in the course of this journey.
Al-Muhasib1 explained these matters so marvelously that the great scholar
Al-Kushayr later wrote: “There has yet to be one to match Al-Muhasibt; one
so mystically aware and in mastery of his ego, both in deed and in spiritual
rank.” In fact, Al-Kushayri counted Al-Muhasibi as one of five preeminent
mystics who fused mystical insight to knowledge. The other four individuals
are Junayd al-Baghdadi, Ruwaym ibn Ahmad al-Baghdadi, Ibn Atiyah and
Amr bin Uthman al-Makki.

One of Al-Muhasib1’s better-known adages is this: “When a person’s
inner and outward states become totally immersed in sincerity and self-
reflection, God will adorn all of that person’s deeds with blessings.””

Another notable mystic of this period is Dhu‘l Niin al-Misr1, who
passed from this life in 245/859. Dhu‘l Niuin hailed from Egypt and thus
carried the surname A/-Misri, which means “The Egyptian.” To this day
Dhu‘l Nin al-MisrT is considered one of the major saints of Egypt, and
he was the first to propagate Islamic mysticism in that ancient land. Yet
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there were those who could not grasp the finer points of his teachings and
they accused Dhu‘l Niin of being a zindik, a heretic. They opposed him
so persistently that their complaints against him ultimately reached the
Abbasid caliph in Baghdad, who at that time was Al-Mutawakkil.

The caliph ordered Dhu‘l Niin brought to the palace for interrogation.
However when the caliph became aware of Dhu‘l Niin’s impeccably pious
and upright character, he apologized for the arrest and the baseless charges,
and he reprimanded Dhu‘l Niin’s critics. Al-Mutawakkil exhibited such
boundless reverence for Dhu‘l Niun that the mystic became celebrated
throughout Egypt once more.

However, accusations of heresy were yet again leveled at Dhu‘l Niin
while he was in the holy city of Mecca and as a consequence, he was
jailed. He was nonetheless released when the authorities realized that the
allegations were unfounded. Even though Dhu‘l Niin was many times
plagued by malicious accusations, and even put on trial for these, he never
lost his resolve. He calmly endured this suffering and irritation, about which
he would only exclaim: “Everything is a gift from my Lord!”

Dhu‘l Niin was celebrated among the masses on account of his
spiritually- enriched discourses, and he was eventually venerated as a saint.?
He expressed his theosophical and mystical views in the simplest terms, and
he coherently described the journey that the soul takes towards God, along
with its ranks and stations. We can summarize Dhu‘l Niin’s spiritual outlook
in four points:

* Adoring the Beloved (dost)

* Disliking a lack of good works

* Conforming to the decrees of the Sacred Kur’an
* Fearing to turn back from the spiritual path

Dhu‘l Nian submerged himself in the love of God and love of God’s
messenger, Muhammad. He renounced the world and ceaselessly conducted
himself in accordance with the Kur’an and the Sunnah, never once allowing
himself to submit to his desires. Dhu‘l Niin once said: “It is an indication of
one’s love for God when he follows God’s beloved Muhammad in ethics,
actions, principles, and customs.” Thus Dhu‘l Niin was very attentive to
any action he undertook, and in doing so laid the foundation for a deepened
spiritual awareness.

According to Dhu‘l Niin there exist two kinds of fawbah, or repentance.
The first is the repentance that comes from the ‘awwam (common folk),
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who seek forgiveness on account of their wrong deeds. The second is the
repentance of God’s khawas (elect), who seek forgiveness whenever they are
seized with forgetfulness of Him.

Regarding intuitive spiritual knowledge, or ma‘rifat, Dhu‘l Niin once
said:

There are three categories of knowledge. The first is the
knowledge of the oneness of God, and people in general possess
this knowledge. The second is the knowledge of proof and
explanation, and this is owned by philosophers, preachers and
scholars. The third is the knowledge of realization of oneness,
which is the knowledge of the saints, who know God intimately
through their hearts.

The last mentioned category of knowledge is the most immense, and
it is the hardest to obtain, given that it is an intuitive awareness that allows
a person to witness God. This knowledge cannot be attained through study
or reason. It is reached only through the advent of heavenly inspiration. To
explain how the knowledge of realization reaches the heart by way of divine
inspiration, Dhu‘INn said: “I know my God through my God. If I did not
find my God within I could never have found Him!”

Dhu‘l Nun expressed his views on the knowledge of the heart as he
simultaneously conveyed his opinion about divine love:

Between God and the perfected human there is a mutual, bilateral
love, a love capable of merging the former with the latter. For the
sake of this union the perfected human experiences obliteration in
the One and the satisfaction of arriving to the goal.

Dhu‘l Niin was convinced that this kind of love must be concealed in
the heart and never revealed to those caught up in the material word. Such
people understand nothing of this matter, and thus this love must be kept
hidden like all secrets.

Dhu‘l Niin skillfully expressed his views on both spiritual awareness
and mahabbah in the works he bequeathed to the generations. His words
continue to be widely admired by the Muslim mystics of the East, upon
whom they left a profound and cherished impression. Dhu‘l Niin’s
writings and sayings inspired many mystics of his day, including Tustar1
(d. 283/896), Abu Turab an-Nahsabi (d. 245/859), and Ibn Jalaya of Syria,
who often sat with Dhu‘l Nun. In addition to these men, there was Abu Said
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al-Harrazi (d. 277/890), who as a companion of Dhu‘l Niin. Al-Harrazi was
so inspired by Dhu‘l Nun that, by the grace of God, he became thoroughly
engrossed in obliterating his ego.

Another prominent (and extraordinary) mystic who was involved
in the development of the spiritual life of this period was Bayazid Tayfur
Bastami, who hailed from the Persian province of Khorasan and who passed
from this life in 261/874. According to Sami Frashéri’s Kamiis ul-‘alam,
Bayazid Bastami is counted among the most illustrious of saints, for he left
cherished reminders of his spirituality wherever he went.

Inaddition to being a steadfast mystic, Bayazid exhibited a broadminded
attitude, and he spoke of the marvel of mysticism in poetry and prose. He
relished the spiritual inclination to delight in the obliteration the ego and
the subsequent union with the divine. Bayazid expressed his mysticism in
unpretentious language, often utilizing witticisms bursting with elevated
and insightful meaning. In these witty declarations — which clearly emanated
from his elevated spiritual state —we can discover Bayazid’s sophisticated
grasp of hakikat, reality. This awareness was incomprehensible to those who
possessed little or no understanding, but it was an awareness quite clear to
his disciples. Bayazid’s words embodied the transcendent love of God. In
fact, he sacrificed so much for this love that he became wholly immersed in
the divine and united with his beloved.

On the surface, it might appear that many of Bayazid’s sayings
contradict the basic principles and decrees of Islam. Yet if we look at these
sayings metaphorically, we discover accurate explanations of the mystical
states of fana’ fillah and baka’ billah.

Once while in a state of spiritual intoxication and mystical bewilderment
Bayazid became so overcome by incomparable love that he exclaimed, “O
God! How much have You magnified my rank! I have utterly vanished, and
now there is nothing apart from You. Thus, I am You — for two we are not
and cannot be!” On another occasion Bayazid disclosed his complete self-
extinction and his union with God saying:

My Lord once elevated me, brought me before Himself and
said: ‘O Bayazid! My creation desires to behold you.” “Very
well, my Lord!” I replied. “However, bedeck me with Oneness
(wahdaniyyah), delete my existence, and elevate me to the
pinnacle of Oneness, so that when Your creatures see me they
see You. It will be You, and not I present at all moments.”
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Bayazid once described how he attained the station of witnessing
God’s oneness, saying:

When I asked for God’s oneness, I became a bird whose wings
are opened and filled with unity. With these wings and with great
effort I flew to my goal for ten years nonstop. I arrived after
that to a vast space. I continued my flight and then came to the
point of endlessness, which is the highest point of all. There I
beheld the tree of Oneness. At that moment [ understood that my
existence had been nothing but deception that had thrown dust
in the eyes.

What Bayazid is telling us is that upon reaching the station of fana’ fillah
the wayfarer loses all sense of separate existence. At this point, he beholds
the visage of God and delights in union with the ultimate beloved.

Even though we have acquainted ourselves with only a handful of his
sayings and teachings, it is nevertheless easy to see why Bayazid Bastami
ranks among the loftiest Islamic mystics of the third and fourth Hijri
centuries. It should come as no surprise then that his spiritual wisdom has
remained a valued legacy ever since.

Bayazid was forced to endure many hardships owing to the inability of
the masses to grasp his mystic utterances. He was, predictably, mistreated,
tormented, and even imprisoned numerous times. Once an ignoramus grew
so irritated with not being able to fathom the true meaning of Bayazid’s words
that he decided to kill the mystic. He came upon Bayazid and cracked his
skull with a hatchet. It was only by the grace of God that he survived. In
spite of such harassment, Bayazid greeted everyone with a smile. He was
immersed in God’s love and could see nothing other than his beloved, even
in his detractors.

Bayazid was the first Islamic mystic to make use of the term sukr
(intoxication) in his discourse. This term would be expounded upon by many
subsequent individuals, becoming form them a crucial component of the
arena of divine love. Bayazid articulated love of God with great passion in his
poetry and prose, and his words have been admired through the generations.
We will translate a ruba‘i, or quatrain, from one of his more striking poems
in which he sings of God’s splendor. We trust that these lines will give our
readers a feel for Bayazid’s transcendent vision:

O Lord! It is only for You that theyre slain.
How many have been snatched from their relations?
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The bottle of Your love robust wine contains.
O Bastami! Your prayer too is cause for many separations.

One of Bayazid’s contemporaries was the celebrated mystic Yahya
ibn Mu‘adh, who also hailed from Persia. He departed from this world in
258/872. Ibn Mu‘adh was one of those who annihilated himself in the love of
God, and in so doing was consumed by the bewilderments and intoxication
brought about by union with the Beloved. Ibn Mu‘adh once sent a letter
to Bayazid in which he described how drinking from the goblet found at
the table of divine love brought unrivaled intoxication, to which Bayazid
straightaway replied:

You’re inebriated, and yet all you’ve drank were but mere drops.
Meanwhile, someone else has swallowed the oceans of heaven
and earth and his thirst has still not been quenched. His tongue
hangs from this thirst, and he asks: “Is there more? Is there more?

Is there more?”

Ibn Mu‘adh was the first to give systematic lectures on mysticism,
during which he openly revealed his unmatched love for God. In fact, he
inspired a new way thinking about divine love that soon became known far
and wide. Ibn Mu‘adh taught that mahabbah can be generated within through
complete surrender to God. As a result of this submission the wayfarer will
manifest moral integrity and all other beneficial qualities. Therefore, moral
disposition is connected to spiritual effort, and when these two unite within,
sanctification will be obtained and progress along the path with commence.
This will lead to hakikat in all its virtuousness and it will obstruct any
imperfections that may try to thwart us from the path. God — who is the
ultimate reality — is wholly good, or khayr, and from pure good there is no
opening for wickedness to arise. According to Ibn Mucadh, hakiki (real)
love continually expands and never recedes, regardless of physical nearness
or distance.

Love and intoxication were not the only topics that Ibn Mu‘adh explained.
He also spoke of macrifat (intuitive spiritual knowledge), ranking it far
above the learning of the exoteric scholars and the common folk combined.
Ibn Mucadh once stated that losing ma‘rifat is an act worse than death, for
death merely removes the wayfarer from the eyes of people, whereas the
loss of ma‘rifat removes him from the divine presence. Any wayfarer who
enters into a state of spiritual lethargy can be quickly deprived of ma‘rifat,
for such laziness causes mystic openings to weaken. If this should happen
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the connection that the wayfarer has developed with God might very well
break. Confusion and doubt will take root in the heart and mind. Physical
death only breaks our relation with the material world, but ma‘rifat wins us
God and the awareness of His everlasting presence.

Through all of his efforts to communicate spirituality to the masses,
Ibn Mu‘adh remained connected to the spirituality of his predecessors.
This veneration can be seen in some his sayings, one of which includes:
“Zuhd (asceticism) consists of three things — eating little, sleeping little,
and speaking little.” Such practices were undeniably stressed by the zuhhad,
cabid, and fukara’ who dominated spiritual life in the first HijrT century.

As we explained above, both Bayazid Bastami and Ibn Mu‘adh, as
mystics, lived lives of detachment, and their love of God brought states
of profound spiritual intoxication. However, another important mystic of
this time, Junayd al- Baghdadi (d. 298/910), replaced the effects of spiritual
intoxication with spiritual sobriety. Junayd believed that we could better
understand ourselves in a sober state, for it allows us to more effectively
grasp the methods needed to curb the ego. We would unlikely be able to
do this in an intoxicated state, since we could not be in full control of
our senses. It must be made clear however that any apparent differences
between Junayd and Bastam1 were only in regard to their divergent views
on intoxication and sobriety. Their goals and intentions remained the one
and the same.

According to Junayd, spiritual intoxication enters the heart and makes
its effects felt in the inner state, whereas soberness becomes evident when
this intoxication departs. At that moment the wayfarer can clearly make a
distinction between the euphoria and sorrow of that which resulted from
any given occurrence. Of course, soberness offers the chance to consciously
accept that which is brought about by the grace or decree of God, even if it
is something bitter.

The concept of spiritual sobriety is not the only concept bequeathed to
us by Junayd, for he possessed many qualities that made him a remarkable
figure in the story of Islamic mysticism. Junayd propagated a practical form
of mysticism through organizing and teaching his followers. In doing so, he
gained widespread approval, and he came to be viewed as one of Islam’s
great saints.

There is no doubt that Junayd was one of the eminent mystics of his
day. He lived in the great city of Baghdad, where he completed his customary
education and later went on to become a distinguished Islamic scholar. Having
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achieved such a high degree of exoteric knowledge, Junayd turned to the
great mystic master Sari as-Sakati, who we briefly mentioned above. Under
the guidance of this friend of God, Junayd purified his heart and soul by way
of vigorous spiritual training. He fortified his determination with asceticism
and self-discipline, both of which later earned him widespread recognition.
Disciples began to flock to his side. Each of these individuals was filled
with the very same resolve. As he pursued the mystic path, Junayd exhibited
great eagerness in carrying out his exoteric religious duties, and he is often
remembered for traveling to Mecca thirty times on foot to perform the Hajj!

By the third HijrT century the concepts of fana’ fillah, baka’billah, and
ittihad were well-established through the teachings of the various mystics.
We also find the stream of love shaped by Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyyah equally
widespread. Let us recall that Rabi‘a declared that the wayfarer must love
God not to gain Paradise or escape Hell, but rather to behold the splendor of
His countenance and to experience His beauty.

A certain mystic named °Al1 ibn Muwaffak (who passed from this world
in 265/878) expounded upon Rabi‘a’s stream of thought. Not only did he fa-
vor her spiritual method, he articulated prayers that were nearly identical to
hers — for example:

O, God! If I pray for the sake of securing paradise or escaping
hell, give me not paradise; but rather plunge me into hell. I pray
only out of love. Therefore merge me with Your countenance,

shorn of needing any effort!

Notice that this prayer is very much like the one Rabi‘a made, which
we presented earlier in our book.

Before we close this discussion, we should mention another mystic
of equally important stature during this period. He is Abii Salih al-Kassari
(d. 271/884). Historians have given Al-Kassar1 notable attention because of
his gathering his followers into a structured fraternity as they walked the
spiritual path.

In our examination of the third and the fourth Hijr1 centuries, we find
other eminent personalities conveying the splendor of Islamic mysticism
in both its theoretical and practical dimensions. The Turkish book
Islamiyetin Gelistirdigi Tasavvuf (Sufism as Developed by Islam) discusses
some of the major figures of this time:

In the third HijrT century the disciples of Sari as-Sakati spread
his spiritual teachings from Baghdad to all the lands of Islam.
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Thus, we find Musa al-AnsarT (d. 320/932 in the city of Merv),
who went to Khorasan to spread this teaching, Abu “All ar-
Rudhbart (d. 322/934), who settled in Egypt, and Abi Zayd
Adhami (d. 341/952), who spread these ideals throughout the
Arabian Peninsula. Ar-Rudhbari was accompanied in those days
by Junayd, An-Niiri, and Ibn al-Jaylan, notable mystics whom
we have mentioned earlier. Al-Kushayri said that Ar-Rudhbari
was one of the most perfect of all mystic masters and the most
knowledgeable about the Path. Abti°Ali Ahmad *Abd ul-Wahhab
as-Saft (d. 328/939) spread mysticism in Nishapur. He was
undoubtedly one of the principal mystics of his day, sitting with
Abu Hafiz and Al-KassarT and being their companion.’

Towards the end of the fourth HijrT century, Persia — particularly its
famed city of Shiraz — was at the forefront of Islamic mysticism, holding its
banner high. In terms of inspiration and other aspects, this land caused the
world to recognize and appreciate Islamic mysticism.

However, turning back to Baghdad we find more than a few distinguished
mystics in the fourth HijrT century. One of these was Shaykh Ash-Shibli
(d. 334/945), who can be ranked number one in living a transcendent life,
devoting as he did his entire life to spirituality and self-edification. There are
other noteworthy personalities as well, like Abt Muhammad Murta’ish, who
passed away in Baghdad in 328/939. During his lifetime he met Abti Hafs
Nishapuri, Abt ‘Uthman and Junayd al-Baghdadi. We must also mention
among these mystics Al-Huldi (d. 348/959), who was the first to write down
the events that took place in the lives of the great saints.

Let us close by summarizing this chapter. The progress of Islamic
mysticism during the third and fourth HijrT centuries — and its expansion in
grand style — did not solely focus on the transmission of its spiritual outlook
and the proliferation of extraordinary personalities. This was also the period
when the tarikats (orders) began to form around the great mystics, with
each fraternity possessing its own distinct tendencies and practices. And to
this topic we shall devote the following chapter.

e PN,

39



The Establishment
of the
Mystic Orders

y the second half of the third HijrT century, the mystics of Islam began

acquiring a degree of distinctiveness due to their organizing themselves
into tarikats. Each tarikat instituted guidelines that were in accord with the
spiritual teachings and inclinations of its founder. These fraternities came
into being when disciples began gathering in large number around murshids,
spiritual guides. The murshid led his disciples along the mystic path, and
these disciples profited spiritually through honing their state according to
the murshid’s guidance. This method of instruction allowed disciples to
gradually reach a level of perfection.

A tarikat commonly took its name from the murshid around whom
a group of disciples gathered. Thus the group that followed the spiritual
teachings of SarT as- Sakati came to be called the Sakatiyyah. Those who
followed the method of Bayazid Tayfir Bastami took the name Tayfuriyyah.
The tarikat that followed the views of Junayd al-Baghdadi was called
the Junaydiyyah. The path of those who followed Abu Sa‘d al-Kharraz
(d.286/899) was called the Kharraziyyah. Then there was Abu’l-Husayn
an-Nur1 (Al-Kharraz’s successor), whose tarikat took the name Nuriyyah.
Precisely at the time the devotees of Abu Salih al-Kassari organized their
path under the name Kassartyyah (or Malamatiyyah).

The situation of Muslim religious life during the third and fourth
Hijr1 centuries (and its manifestations) was clearly an expression of the
developments made in the sphere of mysticism, both in its practical and
theoretical applications. This fact reflects the brilliance of the mystics of
this era, as well as their lofty spiritual, ethical, and metaphysical ranks.

We should certainly not forget to add that the activities of these
mystics were evident in every direction of the compass — from China in
the east to the shores of the Atlantic in the west. The lands of Islam were
filled (often through great sacrifice) with dergahs, asitanes, tekkes and
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magnificent turbehs. These mystics were often cruelly harassed, and much
blood was given up in martyrdom for their spiritual principles. It is because
of this grim detail that we feel the need to explain the numerous reasons for
this repression.

In our discussion of the mystics of the third and fourth HijiT centuries,
we are compelled to mention one of much-admired integrity, standing head
and shoulders above all others. He is a man who deserves to be placed at the
forefront of history, being known throughout the Muslim and Non-Muslim
worlds. This man is Husayn ibn Manstr al-Hallaj, who was executed in
309/921 at the instigation of bigoted fukaha’, the doctors of exoteric of Islam.

Al-Hallaj’s reputation spread not only because of his spiritual
exploits but moreover from the praiseworthiness of his character and the
imprint that his particular stream of mysticism left on the evolution of
Islamic mystical thought, and it was this that was relentlessly challenged
by religious fanatics.

But before we recount the details of Al-Hallaj’s life, it would be helpful
to speak a little about the tension and disputes that began to emerge between
the fukaha’ and mystics during his period of Islamic history.

THE CONFLICT BETWEEN THE FUKAHA” & THE MYSTICS

There is no doubt that the root of the conflict between the doctors of
exoteric Islam — the fukaha’ — and the mystics was the latter’s opposition
to inflexible dogmatism, which, as we know, is an unwavering adversary of
everything new. During the course of human history fanaticism has constantly
reared up like a massive mountain blocking any movement seeking spiritual
transformation. And while this may not have been the sole cause of the bitter
conflict between fukaha’ and the mystics, it was certainly the foremost.

Another reason for the fukaha’s hostility was their regarding certain acts
of the mystics’ devotion inappropriate and not in accord with a literalistic
reading of Kur’an and Sunnah. Since such acts were allegedly not practiced
by the early generation of Muslims and not unambiguously mentioned in
the Kur’an or hadiths — or so alleged the fukaha’ — these acts were nothing
more than bidat, or blameworthy innovation. It should be mentioned here
that when the mystics stood for their dhikr ceremonies, they would at times
sway and whirl in spiritual ecstasy, clapping their hands and playing musical
instruments like the davul, def, diimbelek, kudum, and saz, all the while
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chanting God’s names. Naturally, the fukaha’ looked upon such passionate
expressions of faith with scorn and derision.

As we explained above, the interpretation of the shari‘at evolved into
two contrasting streams: one esoteric and the other exoteric. The fukaha’
cared only for the exoteric aspects of the shariat, while its esoteric interpre-
tation was the domain of the mystics, who essentially stated: “We are taken
up with inner awareness and not solely with superficial, literalistic knowledge
as the fukaha’ are.”

Obviously, such sentiments did not go down well with the fukaha’, who
refused to sit idly by as it was propagated. They began countering the efforts
of the mystics with great enmity. No unpleasant and hateful word was spared
in censuring the mystics, including labeling them kdfir, or infidels. Moreover,
the fukaha’ viewed the doctrine of these mystics as a bizarre matter in both
word and deed. It was rooted in i/ham (inspiration), which did nothing more
than serve their whims. All of this, the fukaha’ declared, totally flouted the
injunctions of the Kur’an, whose verses they were quite ready to employ in
combating the mystics.

The fukaha’ ceaselessly challenged the mystics’ belief that all acts of
worship should be carried out for God’s sake alone and not for heavenly
reward. They declared that such a notion contravened the exoteric reading of
the Kur’an, given that many of the divine book’s verses overtly declared that
the righteous shall be rewarded with Paradise and the wicked chastised with
Hell. This criticism (and many others) incited the fukaha’ to pounce on the
mystics whenever they could and to suppress them with whatever means they
had available."

It must be pointed out for the sake of accuracy that in spite of this
tension the position of the majority of Sunni Muslims was far more moderate.
Rather than standing blindly behind the fukaha’ and attacking the mystics
they quietly condoned the mystics’ works, teachings, and inspired states. This
moderate position steadily grew among mainstream Muslims from the middle
of the second HijrT century to the end of the third. However, after this period
the situation deteriorated to the point that notable mystics like Dhu‘l Niin
al-Misri, Abt’l-Husayn an-Nuri, Abii Hamza, Al-Hallaj and many others,
were arrested and sent to stand trial before the kadis of Baghdad. On account
of these measures, the number of those branded heretics, zindiks, increased
until confidence in the social order of the Muslim world was so shaken that it
broke down — which left a negative mark on pages of history.
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AL-HALLAJ

Husayn ibn Mansir al-Hallaj was born sometime around 243/858 in
the Persian town of Bayda — although he appears to have grown up in Wasit,
a town in southern Iraq. In 260/873, Al-Hallaj (who was then sixteen years
old) met the venerable Sahl at-TustarT in the latter’s hometown of Tustar. He
served this spiritual master for two years. After this Al-Hallaj moved to Basra
where he forged a bond of friendship with ‘Amr Makki. Eventually, he left
for Baghdad and joined the ranks of Junayd al-Baghdadi’s many disciples.
Al-Hallaj traveled widely over the course of his life, meeting many notable
mystics in the lands he visited. He also went to Mecca three years in a row to
perform the Hajj.

In 297/909 a kadi named Ibn Dawiid az-ZahirT issued a fatwa branding
Al-Hallaj a heretic. Consequently, Al-Hallaj was arrested and incarcerated. A
year later, however, he escaped from prison and went into hiding in the city of
Susa, whose ruins lay near modern-day Ahwaz. He lived there for a few years
until he was rearrested in 301/913, at which time he was sent to the dungeons
of Baghdad. There he remained for the last eight years of his life.

Al-Hallaj stood trial for the second time in 309/921 and was,
unsurprisingly, sentenced to death. His execution took place in that year
on the eighteenth day of the Islamic month of Dhii’l-Ka‘da. In the shadow
of the fatwa issued by the kadis, Al-Hallaj was first mercilessly beaten and
then hung from the gallows. Then his hands and feet were severed from his
body. Finally he was beheaded. Al-Hallaj’s mutilated body was cremated,
and the ashes dumped into the River Tigris.

The chief justification for Al-Hallaj’s cruel maltreatment was his
legendary utterance of the phrase Ana’l-Hakk, which means “l am the
Real” (i.e. God). By these words Al-Hallaj sought to describe his personal
experience of fana’fillah and baka’ billah as well as his union with the
divine, all concepts that we have described above. Those who were blind to
such mystical truths could not understand what he was saying.

Given that Al-Hallaj was an exceptionally refined man — perhaps
more so than all of the fukaha’ and other exoteric scholars — there were
those among his critics who did not want such a fantastic light to be
needlessly extinguished. By every means possible they tried to persuade
the great mystic to relinquish his mystic stance of “Ana’l-Hakk.” However,
Al-Hallaj rebuffed their appeals. “Be sensible gentlemen,” he said. “I
have plunged into God’s love and I will endure this suffering. I am totally
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The execution of Al-Hallaj.
A 17th century
Mughal Indian painting.

intoxicated by passion, and I see nothing other than Him!” Al-Hallaj paid
no heed their counsel, and he continued exclaiming “Ana’l- Hakk” until the
air left his lungs.

In the final moments before his execution, Al-Hallaj appeared exuberant,
smiling in spite of the enormity of what was occurring. In fact, he addressed
his Lord with these final words: “Between You and I there lingers an ‘It is I’
and this torments me. As a favor, take this ‘I’ from between us!”” Such words
clearly demonstrate Al-Hallaj’s great resolve and his patience in dealing with
his dreadful end, and as such, they are an extraordinary example of his spiritual
transcendence. “Ana’l-Hakk” left such an impressive mark on the spiritual
life of Islam that countless volumes dealing with the subject of Al-Hallaj have
been written by numerous thinkers over the centuries, particularly poets and
mystics.

After Al-Hallaj’s execution, the scholars of Islam became divided over
the question of both his creed and his striking mystic theories. One group
branded him a kafir owing to his expressing things that they saw as being
contrary to the Kur’an and hadith. The other (and larger) group maintained
that Al-Hallaj was not a kafir at all. On the contrary, they declared him
to be one of the awliya’ullah, the friends of God. Al-Hallaj’s level of
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intimacy with his Lord, as well as his high spiritual rank, were expressed
in a language, if taken literally, was bound to shock and outrage those not
acquainted with the theories of mysticism. That is why he was accused of
heresy and branded a kafir, an infidel.

The first opinion was upheld by the likes of Ibn al-Nadim (d. 387/998),
an inflexible fanatic who accused Al-Hallaj of being a charlatan in whose eyes
the world cast dust. “He professes to know everything,” wrote Ibn al-Nadim,
“but in reality he knows nothing. A worthless ignoramus is he.”

Those who stood up for Al-Hallaj were people who had not the slightest
measure of hostility towards him. They insisted that Al-Hallaj be ranked
among God’s saints and that “Ana’l-Hakk” only left his lips after he uncov-
ered within himself a secret regarding union with the divine. Nearly all of
his defenders are to be found among the great mystics of Islam, and they
include men like Rami, ¢Attar, °Abd ul-Kadir al-Gilant and others, who la-
beled him a shahid al-Hakk, a martyr for the Truth.

In the book Bahjat ul-asrar (The Splendor of the Secrets) ‘Abd ul-Qadir
al-GilanT states: “Al-Hallaj spoke on these matters using the language of
an intoxicated heart, a language entirely alien to the understanding of the
masses.” Ibn °Arabl wrote an entire book devoted to Al-Hallaj entitled
Siraj ul-wahdaj fi sharhi galam ul- Halldj, or “TheIlluminating Lamp on the
Meaning of Al-Hallaj’s Words.” In this book, he expertly defends Al-Hallaj’s
views by offering his comments and explanations. Rimi likewise defended
Al-Hallaj, saying: “God’s friends often voice such enigmatic words when in
a state of blissful bewilderment. Then they seek God’s forgiveness for such
words when they return to sobriety. Al- Hallaj’s words are of this sort.”

Here we would like to insert an anecdote concerning Al-Hallaj, one
only corroborated by Rimi — and God knows best the veracity of this
account. According to Rim1 the cause of Al-Hallaj’s dreadful end was not
his exclaiming “Ana’l-Hakk”, but rather it was a mistake he made one day
by saying that if he ever met the exalted Prophet he would ask him why on
the Night of the Mi‘raj he only asked God to forgive the believers instead
of all of humankind. God certainly would have granted such a request.
Afterwards, Al-Hallaj dreamed of the Prophet, who appeared saddened by
Al-Hallaj’s serious breach of etiquette. “Can anyone seek other than that
which they are inspired to ask for and willed to do by God?” the Prophet
asked. Al-Hallaj immediately realized the blunder of his utterance, and
he expressed great regret. However, absolution would only be granted by
forfeiting his life.
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Al-Hallaj wrote many books. One scholar of Islamic mysticism listed
forty-seven, but those most often cited are:

* AL-Kitab al-ahraf al-mustahdatha wa’l-azaliyyah —The Book of
Created Letters and Eternity.

* Al-Kitab al-‘usil wa’l-furi —The Book of Roots and Branches.

* Al-Kitab as-sirr al-alam wa’l-mab‘uth —The Book of Worldly
Secrets and Audition.

* Al-Kitab al-“adl wa t-tawhid —The Book of Justice and Divine Unity.

* Al-Kitab al-“ilm al-baqa’ wa’l-fand’ —The Book of Knowledge of
Residing and Disappearance.

* Al-Kitab madih an-Nabi —The Book of Praising the Prophet.

* Al-Kitab Hiwa, Hitwa —The Book of He, He.

The most important of all of Al-Hallaj’s works is 4/-Kitab al-tawasin.
This book was collected, edited and published in both its Arabic and Persian
forms by the celebrated French scholar Louis Massignon (1883-1963), who
also provided an extensive commentary of the text.

Al-Hallaj’s writings focus on three main points, each of which shall
be discussed in detail. The first point is the active involvement of the
divine in the material universe. The second deals with the timelessness
of the Nur muhammadiyyah, or Muhammadan Light, and how everything
in existence originates from this light. The Nur muhammadiyyah is the
underpinning of the universe and all that it contains. The third of Al-Halla;j’s
points is his view that all religions — in principle — share a common origin,
inasmuch as they all emanate from a single source, i.e. God.

Concerning the first point, one of Al-Hallaj’s sympathizers, the theolo-
gian Abi’l-Hasan al-Ashcart (d. 323/935), wrote:

Husayn ibn Mansiir — who is known as Al-Hallaj — hailed from
Bayda. In his early life, he was a wool-carder [as the word hallaj
denotes], after which he entered into zuhd (asceticism). Having pro-
gressed in this, he attained states reached only by those who busy
themselves with good works, worship, self-refinement, abandon-
ment of the world, and the expulsion of desire for every forbidden
thing. Such people reach the rank of God’s intimates. By climbing
the stairway to friendship with God, Al-Hallaj was then purified
and stripped of all that can be called “self.” Not a speck remained
from his individual nature; all of his “I”-ness died away. At that
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point, the Holy Spirit entered into him as it did with Jesus, the son
of Mary, and everything submitted to him. What had been sought
was found. After this, his works were God’s works, and his every
command was God’s command.

Although this is a very complex matter, here is a simple explanation of
Al-Hallaj’s views on the matter of huliz/ (divine indwelling): God manifests
via the Insan-i kamil and subsequently the will of the Insan-i kamil is nothing
less than the will of God. By this concept (i.e. the Beloved entering the lover)
Al-Hallaj once declared: “I am He whom I love, and He whom I love is me.
We are two abiding in one. When you see me, you see Him. Moreover, when
you see Him, verily you see us both!” Then Al-Hallaj addressed his beloved
saying: “You are mingled with my heart as the soul is mingled with the body!”

Since he was completely submerged in the love of God, Al-Hallaj was
in a position to perfectly express the Beloved’s entry into the lover’s soul.
Al-Hallaj was in a state of continual euphoria knowing that Hakk, the Real
(i.e. God), was now found within. Yet, now and then Al-Hallaj was unsure
about the permanency of this presence, so when he obtained reassurance
that the Beloved was still within he would exclaim: “My soul is mingled
with Yours like wine mingles with pure water! Everything that You touch
touches me. You and [ have become one!” What Al-Hallaj means is that his
spirit and that of the Beloved’s are as mixed as wine in water, becoming
one and indivisible. Everything occurring with one instantaneously happens
with the other. Whenever Al-Hallaj was assailed with insecurities about this
union, he would cry out:

I am not Hakk! Rather I am His secret. Perhaps I am Hakk, but I
fear that I still may enter into a state of separation. Nevertheless,
from whatever view I am one with Him! Can there be anywhere in
the cosmos where this union is not possible?

In seeming contradiction to these mystic expressions of unity, Al-Hallaj
once addressed God: “O Lord! My individuality has disappeared into You,
but without mixing with Your essence. Your godhood has vanquished all of
my individuality without being intermingled with it.” Moreover, in another
place, Al-Hallaj stated: “All who believe in the co-mingling of God with
individuality, or individuality with God, have put themselves outside of Islam.
God Almighty’s essence is incomparable and utterly unlike His creation and
their created qualities. Nothing is like Him, and He is like nothing.”
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It must be understood that while Al-Hallaj spoke of ittihad (mystic
union), he was quick to distinguish the essence of Hakk from creation, God
from man, and lover from beloved. However, this raises the question as to
why Al-Hallaj simultaneously seemed to embrace the manifestation of the
divine in man, especially in light of his quotes apparently asserting otherwise.
Do not these two positions stand in glaring opposition to each other?

The answer is that there is no contradiction. There is no doubt that
Al-Hallaj focused on ittihad, and he expressed this concept throughout
his spiritual journey. As the champion of mystic union, he declared that
by extinguishing the ego and cleansing the heart of base desires, God
could enter; since as a person’s heart is positioned in the breast, likewise,
God’s spirit positioned in the heart of Man. When this happens the God
generates everything that the Insan-i kamil says or does. Every word uttered
or act carried out by the Insan-i kamil will be devoid of personal desire.
Nevertheless, it must be made clear that this is not the same as saying that
God is equal to man, or that man is equal God, a matter which Al-Hallaj
addresses with these words:

The human being is of divine essence from the standpoint of
his original condition. God exalted Adam and created him in
his image, and then He commanded the angels to prostrate to
him. All of the angels complied with God’s command, save Iblis
(the Devil), who — entrenched in kibr (arrogance) — refused to

prostrate, and was after that cursed by God.

In fusing these two views of mystic union, Al-Hallaj thereby removed
any contradictions that may appear to have arisen regarding this matter.

The second of Al-Hallaj’s theories is that of the Niir muhammadiyyah,
a term that can be translated as “Muhammadan Light” or “Mubhammadan
Essence”. This concept is discussed at length in his book Al-Kitab
ul-tawasin. This book is divided into several chapters, one of which is
called “The Ta-Sin of the Prophetic Lantern.”

Let us present a brief summary of this theory. Al-Hallaj asserts that
Prophet Muhammad Mustafa was created in with twofold form, the first
being a primordial and unending light brought into existence by God before
creation. All consciousness and awareness originate in this light.!" The
other form of Muhammad is his physical, or historical, form, which came
into the world manifest as God’s final prophet and messenger. This is the
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form that is tangible to the majority of humankind. However, this form is
transitory, or fani. From the beginning of time, this earthly materialization
of the Niir muhammadiyyah was ordained to appear at certain places and
at certain times. So when his time was decreed, the historical Muhammad
appeared on earth and carried out the duty he was charged with, acquiring
his revealed knowledge and illumination from his primordial light —
which is, in fact, his real essence. All prophets and saints have emerged
from the Nir muhammadiyyah, receiving light and inspiration from it. In
describing how the “Muhammadan Essence” has been created before all
else, Al-Hallaj writes:

All lights were born from this light. The light of prophecy issued
forth from Muhammad’s light and his light appeared from the light
of mystery. No other light is brighter than this. It is older than time.
It is a power beyond power. It has existed long before Adam. Its
name was inscribed ahead of the Pen before creation was brought

into being.

Al-Hallaj based the concept of Nir muhammadiyyah on the cryptic
words of the Prophet Muhammad: “I was a prophet while Adam was between
water and clay.” “All knowledge,” according to Al-Hallaj, “is but a drop
from the ocean of Muhammad, and all wisdom is but a handful of water
from his river, and all time is but a moment from his time.” Even Al-Hallaj’s
own intimate relationship with God flows from the NGr muhammadiyyah,
for he says: “Worthiness and reality are in that being [Muhammad]. The first
of creation is he and the last of God’s messengers is he. Within him is truth
and all about him is realization of truth.”

We hope our explanation will help make clear the concept of
Niir muhammadiyyah. The central point of this idea is that Muhammad’s
essence exists above time, and being created before the cosmos, it is praised
and honored far above it. All the lamps of awareness are displays of its
dazzling light, and all the prophets and saints received inspiration from its
primordial essence.!'?

This concept came to play a significant role in later Islamic
theosophical mysticism. Both Ibn Farid and Ibn °Arabi — as we shall
discuss below — voiced this concept in a variety of ways through their
mystical perspectives.

The third of Al-Hallaj’s mystical teachings is the fundamental unity
of religions. According to Al-Hallaj humanity’s different religions are but

49



ISLAMIC MYSTICISM AND THE BEKTASHI PATH

branches of a single tree, all descending from a divine source and revealing
God through different names and different forms. The link a particular
group of people may have with a particular religion is a result of historical
forces decreed by God, who is the ultimate source of being. No matter how
divided Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are between themselves, they share
a single universal truth, and that truth cannot be altered or fragmented.
Between human beings there is a higher and more powerful will that directs
their individual wills, and that is the will of God. It is this will that compels
Jews, Christians, or Muslims to be as they are and not as something else.

Therefore, there should be (in theory) no conflicts or quarrels between
religions, given that the differences between religions arise not from
underlying truths, but rather from less significant points of terminology and
ritual. Underneath their superficial appearances all faiths undeniably point
to a single reality, the ultimate reality: God. At their very core, all of faiths
attempt to express this unique and unified essence, no matter how dissimilar
they appear outwardly.

Just as that the concept of Nir muhammadiyyah left a deep impression
on subsequent mystics, Al-Hallaj’s theory of the unity of religions left
a similar mark. It is a point that has been commented on in great detail
throughout the books of Ibn °Arabi, the poems of Ibn Farid, in Rim1’s
Mathnawit, in ‘Abd al-Karim al-J1l’s recollections, and in the verse and
prose of many other mystics. It has been so widely circulated that it took on
a philosophical hue and gained a remarkable place in the development of

Islamic spiritual life.

W)
o
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Islamic Mysticism in
the 5th Hyr1
Century

he history of Islamic mysticism in the fifth HijrT century is filled

with exceptional individuals, the most distinguished being Al-
Ghazalt. His full name (along with his titles) is Hujjat ul-Islam (Proof of
Islam), Zayn ud-Din (Ornament of Religion) Abt Hamid Muhammad ibn
Muhammad al- Ghazali, and he ranks among the great mystics of Islam. He
was born in 450/1058 near the Persian city of Tis in the village of Ghazal.

Al-Ghazalt received his early education in Tis at the feet of Ahmad
al- Radhkhant, and then in the nearby city of Nishapur under Al-Juwayni. In
his youth, Al-Ghazalt gained distinction among his instructors on account
of his intellectual abilities; to the extent that the praise people gave him
often overshadowed their praise of his teachers! Before long Al-Ghazalt
began to write books and sit with many other notable scholars. This allowed
his reputation spread far and wide.

Once he entered the mystical path, Al-Ghazali quickly stood out as a
figure endowed with limitless refinement. He left his peers awestruck and,
moreover, he made a deep and positive impression on the Muslim commu-
nity, particularly among the orthodox. As a result of Al-Ghazalt’s influence
those sympathetic to mysticism but who could not necessarily absorb all
of its insights, began to give it renewed consideration. Thus, Al-Ghazalt
helped Islamic mysticism become, by and large, more accessible and the
animosity shown in prior centuries towards the mystics — who were often
seen as foes of Islam seeking to uproot the foundations of faith — steadily
retreated.

Throughout his discourses, Al-Ghazalt calls on Muslims to obey the
commands of their religion while simultaneously drawing closer to its
mystical ideals. He declares mysticism to be a legitimate path, a path that
guides people to God and gives them an awareness of reality. Al-Ghazali’s
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resilient faith, eloquent speech, broadminded and unlimited sophistication,
and his captivating approach to truth allowed his opinions to dominate the
conventional views of his day.

Al-Ghazali’s primary pursuit in life was acquiring knowledge. He stud-
ied so much that he nearly committed to memory all of the general knowledge
of his day. Early in his adult life, he began to study Islamic theology, which
gave him an extensive background in religion. He then took up the study of
philosophy. He delved into the works of the great philosophers until he was
ultimately propelled into mysticism, where he remained until the end of his
days.

Having served several years as a distinguished professor at Baghdad’s
great Nizamiyyah University, Al-Ghazalr’s heart was filled with longing
for a more spiritual life. His sought to withdraw from the world and focus
solely on worship in complete isolation. Since he was unable to resist this
yearning, he decided to dedicate his life to spirituality.

Al-Ghazalt ultimately abandoned his study of theology and philosophy,
and instead directed his heart and soul, as well as his actions, to traveling
the mystic path. On account of his sincere nature, flawless spirit and, most
notably, his broad education, he was able to fuse and reconcile the essentials
of the mystic domain with the intellectual and theological foundations of
exoteric Islam.

Al-Ghazali stressed that mysticism should not only be viewed as a
way to draw near to God via its well-known methods. I should be seen as a
means (in its proper embrace) to bestow all of one’s being with an enfolding
transcendence. He presented mysticism as a tool for gaining spiritual awareness
and yakin (certainty), which in turn, stimulates kana‘at (satisfaction) for the
soul. Al-Ghazali called upon others to accompany him on this path, and in so
doing he opened new avenues of spirituality, whose principles he clothed in
scholarly understanding. His explanation of mysticism was for the most part
well-received by the orthodox Muslims, who thereafter gave it the appropriate
respect that it deserved.

THEOLOGY, PHILOSOPHY, MYSTICISM & A1-GHAZALI

Before Al-Ghazali’s day, it was not uncommon to find the mutakallimin
(Islamic theologians) trying to rationally defend their positions by
employing the views found in the writings of the philosophers. Nonetheless,
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these theologians eventually found themselves at odds with these views,
and they began to censure and refute the very same theories they initially
sought to employ.

In his pursuit of truth, Al-Ghazali examined the refutations that were
fashioned by the theologians. As he scrutinized these for weaknesses, he
found that they tended to focus more on personal criticisms and insults than
on the crux of the matter. Therefore he wrote:

In those theological writings keen on refuting philosophy I found
only a tangled mass of phrases full of contradictions and flaws
incapable of swaying the common crowd, let alone critical minds.
I became convinced that to refute a doctrine before thoroughly
understanding it is like shooting at an object in the dark. Thus
I zealously devoted myself to the study of philosophy; but only
from books and without the aid of a teacher. In fact, I gave up for
this study all the leisure remaining from teaching and composing

works on law."?

Al-Ghazalt was taken up with “ilm ul-kalam (theology) in his early
days. He made an extensive study of it by carefully examining every
book on the subject that he could find. As one of the top-ranked Islamic
theologians of his day, he wrote a great deal on this topic. However, he was
ultimately forced to look beyond it; for while theology was “a subject that
satisfies its objective,” it failed to meet his personal aspirations. It could not
quench his thirst for truth, and it failed to deliver a remedy for his spiritual
restlessness.'

After delving into theology and all of its finer points (and then teaching
it), Al-Ghazali turned his attention to philosophy. He was very much taken
up with this field. In fact, he gave great importance to this subject and having
grasped its basics traveled far in its mastery. It is well-known that whenever
Al-Ghazali began a mater, he did not leave it until he reached its utmost limits.
He believed that to achieve a complete grasp of a subject and to possess an
adequate evaluation of it, it had to be studied to its end, leaving not a single
angle unexamined. Only then could it be truthfully determined if the subject
was advantageous or not.

Having given philosophy an exhaustive examination, Al-Ghazali
understood that he would not be able to find full certitude, or yakin, within
its confines. He found no personal satisfaction in its study. In fact, he felt
that philosophy contained many misleading notions that could eventually
cause all those who chase it to abandon faith altogether and fall into
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atheism. Within philosophy’s confines is concealed a doubt as to whether
one is approaching truth or moving further away from it!'

However, Al-Ghazali did not intend to upend the foundations of
philosophy with his criticism or to thwart its principles. He merely stated that
his studies of this subject revealed that the intellectual speculations crafted
by the philosophers by way of reason were by themselves not enough to
uncover the truth. In addition to reason, he asserted, there must be another
way to reveal the splendor of Hakk, the Real — a way that allowed a person
to eventually perceive its gleaming radiance. This way was the way of the
mystics, for these were individuals who validated their understanding with
the heart and discovered truth through dhawk (taste) and kashf (unveiling).
The mystics were individuals who struggled to counter their desires and lusts
using perhiz and other upright methods. These were men and women who
sought to liberate the heart from the tyranny of worldly attachment.

Al-Ghazal1 ultimately came to place little weight on logic or
rationalism; instead, he favored that which emerged from the heart. For
him, the heart was a paramour that led not only to complete truth but to
divine bliss. Mind and intellect alone could never bring such contentment.
It had to be conveyed by the heart.

We shall explain in the following section how Al-Ghazalt fashioned his
insight and then how he validated his perspective. We shall also see how he
acknowledged mysticism to be the means by which the bliss of contentment could
be attained, and how his understandings were received by the Ahl ul-Sunnah
(i.e. Sunni Muslims), and the consequences of this reception.

A1~-GHAZALI ON THE CLASSIFICATION OF KNOWLEDGE

In his writings Al-Ghazali describes how he came to classify various
categories of knowledge. He clearly separated acquired and empirical
knowledge from the knowledge that is bestowed through inspiration. He
also pointed out the exponents of these two categories, primarily in his
work Al- Munkidh min al-dalal (The Deliverance from Error), a work that is
somewhat of an autobiographical account of his spiritual journey. Al-Munkidh
describes the conditions stimulated by his heart, the spiritual frustrations
Al-Ghazali endured, and the illuminations that eventually blossomed within.
This work presents four categories of knowledge-seekers:

* The mutakallimiin (theologians)
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* The falasifa (philosophers)
* The batinis (extreme esotericists)
* The mystics

The mutakallimiin are those who, by means of their study of religion,
seek to safeguard Islam from the ahl ul-bid‘ah (people of innovation)
who concoct new-fangled religious customs previously unknown. The
ahl ul-bid°ah entangle and confuse the minds of the masses. According to
Al-Ghazali the methods and the tools employed by the theologians to argue
against the ahl ul-bid°ah are often quite faulty, which in turn stirs doubt in
the legitimacy of their views.

As for the falasifa, Al-Ghazali states that these individuals tend to
dismiss any religious principle at odds with reason. However, he in no way
rejects the value of the intellect and the importance it plays in life, especially
when it comes to mathematics or the natural sciences. For Al-Ghazali the
famed Aristotle — a figure often cited by Muslim philosophers like al- Farabi
and Ibn Sina — was both an enemy of Islam and hikmat ilahi (divine
wisdom). Al-Ghazali chiefly objects to the Aristotelian notion of the eternity
of the world. Materialist philosophers of this type recognize the beautiful
workmanship of the universe to be perfect in every aspect, compelling them
to acknowledge the existence of an overarching creative power (i.e. the “First
Cause”). Yet they assert that human beings can do as they liked, since (they
overarching creative power is abstract and impersonal. As for the afterlife,
materialist philosophers claimed that the hisab (personal accountability)
and kitab (heavenly record) of people’s lives lie wholly outside the realm of
reason and thus are non-existent.

After explaining the position of the materialist thinkers, Al-Ghazalt
turns his attention to those philosophers who incorporate a degree of religion
into their theories. These men are known as the il@hiyiin. Al- Ghazali says that
while such theorists accept the existence of God, they stress the eternality of
the physical universe. For the ilahtyiin God perceives human acts as a whole
and does not involvement Himself in the minutia of everyday existence.
Many of these philosophers also believe physical resurrection in the afterlife
to be a fairytale, since it is only the soul that endures beyond death. The
material body returns permanently to its source, earth, never to rise again.
Al-Ghazali refutes each of the claims presented by the numerous schools of
this category of philosophy, ultimately faulting them for conveying varying
degrees of kufr, or unbelief.
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Al-Ghazalt sees the dogma of the group known as extreme esotericists,
the batinis, as ambiguous and suspect at best. The batinis’ opinions deal
solely with the esoteric meaning of the Kur’an, for they are clearly indifferent
to the external aspects of worship. He tells us that the batinis know nothing
other than what their allegedly infallible leaders’ decree. These leaders are the
sole illumination that they possess, and they know of nothing else. Al-Ghazali
censures this group for their errors, and he refutes their views in his book
Hujjat ul- hakk fi’l-radd ul- Batiniyyah (Proof of the Truth in Retorting the
batinis) since 4/- Munkidh does not cover this group in great detail.

There now remains only the mystics, towards whom Al-Ghazalt
wholeheartedly directs his gaze. He expresses in A/-Munkidh a great deal of
appreciation for the mystics because of the spiritual progress he personally
achieved as his faith expanded, fortified as it was with ¢ilm-i laduni, divine
knowledge.

In Al-Munkidh Al-Ghazalt presents us with a detailed description of
the spiritual path. Having previously studied the ways of the mutakallimiin,
the falasifa, and the batinis, he found all of them lacking, inconsistent,
and even atheistic. As a result of these findings, Al-Ghazalt threw himself
headlong into the way of the mystics. Here he found much to be gained, not
only expanded awareness but character building and good deeds.

If properly implemented, wrote Al-Ghazali, mysticism can remove both
spiritual impairments and errant behavior. His believed that the heart requires
purification to become a throne from which God can rule. Such a heart acquires
its nourishment through dhikrullah, the remembrance of God.

Al-Ghazalt examined important writings such as Kut ul-kulib (The
Nourishment of Hearts) by Abti Talib al-Makki (d. 385/996), and the books
of Muhasibi. Al- Ghazali paid even more attention to the writings of Junayd,
Ash-Shibli, and Bastami, given that such works are filled with guidance and
instruction.

As Al-Ghazalt grasped both the objectives of mysticism and the spirit
of the mystics' outlook, he realized that he had to do more than merely absorb
book knowledge; he had to evolve internally through commitment, perhiz,
and worship so that he could achieve the lofty objective pointed out in these
writings. Doing so, Al-Ghazali ultimately attained his goal through total
focus on God.

Al-Ghazali concluded that mysticism was the only conduit that could
bring pleasure to the heart. Moreover, mysticism proved itself to be the most
flawless of all ethical and spiritual viewpoints. As he progressed on the mystic
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path Al-Ghazali grew aware that all of the external and internal devotions
of the mystics were illuminated by the Prophet’s light, and this awareness
resulted in his total belief that the Prophet’s light was the only light that could
enlighten the human soul.

MACRIFAT ACCORDING TO AL-GHAZALI

After contesting the varied approaches of the mutakallimiin, the
falasifa, and the batinis, Al-Ghazalt turned toward mysticism, which satisfied
his desire for mystical awareness and spiritual satisfaction. Shortly after that
he advanced his theory of ma‘rifat, which was closely tied to his experience
with this satisfaction. In his celebrated lhya’ ‘ulum al-din (Revival of
Religious Knowledge), Al- Ghazalt states that macrifat is intuitive spiritual
awareness of God. It requires being conscious of the state of creation since
everything in the creation is a reflection of God’s masterful craftsmanship.
Macrifat is total recognition of God Almighty and His attributes.

The fruit produced by the heart’s vigilance is awareness of God’s hikmah,
as well as His creative power. It is a fruit that springs from inspiration. This
awareness is paradise for some (or at least the primary vehicle for gaining
it). The more developed our awareness is, the more extended our portion of
paradise becomes.

According to Al-Ghazali people are of unequal rank when it comes
to seeking God. Some are quite keen on following the spiritual path while
others have no interest in it. A person who has no inclination to pursue such a
path, and engage in the struggle it requires, should make do with the outward
understanding of the Kur’an and hadith and refrain from delving any deeper
into them. A simple man seeking the essence of religion and divine revelation
is like a man entering the sea without knowing how to swim! Sadly, we have
many unqualified people today giving their own interpretations or istidlal
(deductions) of Islam. Such people repeatedly fall into the pit of error (and
often drag others with them) and are incapable of climbing out if it.

Then there are those who are not content with the outward form
of religion alone, and they strive for yakin by way of illumination and
contemplation. Such people seek enlightenment through the knowledge
God ignites in the hearts of His intimates via inspiration. When such
enlightened awareness arises, they behold the divine in an all-pervading
and intimate light.

57



ISLAMIC MYSTICISM AND THE BEKTASHI PATH

According to Al-Ghazali faith (or better yet yakin) has three grades, and
we shall describe each of these grades in succession:

* The faith of the common folk
 The faith of the intellectuals
* The faith of the “arifin (gnostics)

The faith of the common folk is formed by simply seeing and hearing.
In other words, such people believe only after having the concept of faith
explained to them. For example: If a simple man is told by someone he
trusts that so-and-so is in his house, he will immediately believe this without
asking for any evidence. His is undemanding belief.

The faith of intellectuals is obtained much in the same way, albeit by
way of reasoning. Employing the above allegory, if an intellectual hears
the voice of so-and-so coming from his house, his reason will lead him to
believe that so-and- so is in his house.

The faith of the “arifin, however, is generated by directly beholding the
divine. An “arif'is like a person coming home and seeing with his own eyes
that so-and-so is in his house.

If we can base our faith on intimacy with God, we will come to be
loved by God. We will then be given knowledge that originates in the
heavenly realm, a knowledge called “ilm-i laduni. Such knowledge can not
be obtained by intellect or reason. One of its requisites is detachment from
the fleeting material world. With the weapons of abstention and restraint
we must battle lust and desire as we completely submit to God. Only
after this is done will the veils be lifted one by one and the door to God’s
endless mysteries opened. Then we will behold God with complete yakin.
Unification with the divine will occur in the fullest sense of the word, and
we will, through intimate knowledge of God, see things as they truly are.
Speaking on such matters in the skilled way that he did, there is no doubt
that Al-Ghazali obtained this high station.

Therefore, let us summarize Al-Ghazali’s thoughts on macrifat. The
common folk, the intellectuals and the philosophers cannot reach intuitive
awareness of God, since this originates in the spiritual realm and cannot be
compared to whatever knowledge they may possess. Ma‘rifat is transcendent
awareness acquired through dhawk and kashf, which God transmits directly
into the hearts of His cherished friends. Ma‘rifat bears a resemblance to the
knowledge of the prophets, about which God speaks:
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Nor does he speak from [his own] desires.
It is not but a revelation revealed.
Taught to him by one mighty in power...
{Surat an-Najm 53:3-5}

Therefore ma‘rifat is in a way a type of wahiy (revelation) sent down by
God, and only He knows how it arises and establishes itself in the heart. Even
those who have been graced with this knowledge do not know how it came or
from where — except the prophets, who, as messengers of God, have such mat-
ters disclosed to them..

TRUE BLISS ACCORDING TO AL~-(GHAZALI

Since serenity and bliss emerged out of a person’s spiritual awareness,
Al-Ghazali concluded that ma‘rifat produces a kind of sweetness. He expounds
upon this sensation with his theory of contentment.

According to Al-Ghazalt the highest bliss that a person can experience
is that which comes from obtaining ma‘rifatullah, intuitive awareness of
God. This bliss is the most enduring and best of all. He argues this point
in his Kimiya-ye sa‘adat (The Alchemy of Happiness) with both logical and
spiritual evidences:

O inquirer after divine mysteries! Do you ask how it is known that
the happiness of man consists in the knowledge of God, and that
his enjoyment consists in the love of God? We observe in reply,
that every man’s happiness is found in the place where he obtains
enjoyment and tranquility. Thus sensual enjoyment is found in
eating and drinking and the like. The enjoyment of anger is derived
from taking revenge and from violence. The enjoyment of the eye
consists in the view of correct images and agreeable objects. The
enjoyment of the ear is secured in listening to harmonious voices.
In the same way the enjoyment of the heart depends upon its being
employed in that for which it was created, in learning to know
everything in its reality and truth. Hence, every man glories in
what he knows, even if the thing is but of little importance. He who
knows how to play chess, boasts over him who does not know: and
if he is looking on while a game of chess is played, it is of no use
to tell him not to speak, for as soon as he sees an improper move,

59



ISLAMIC MYSTICISM AND THE BEKTASHI PATH

he has not patience to restrain himself from showing his skill, and
glorying in his knowledge, by pointing it out...Now that it is clear
that the happiness of the heart consists in the knowledge and love
of God, we may say that the heart that does not feel the necessity
of the knowledge of God, and a longing for the love of God, but
rather craves after and seeks the world, resembles a sick person who
has no appetite for food, but even prefers such things as earth and
clay to meat, regarding them as necessary, not-withstanding they
have no nourishing qualities. If no remedy can be found, speedily,
to recover his appetite for food, and if he continue indulging in
perverse notions of what is necessary, his malady will grow in
strength; until if he continues in this state, he will perish and lose
the joys this world can give. In the same manner the heart which
does not feel a necessity for the knowledge and love of God, and
where the love of other objects reigns, is a heart that is sick and
ready to perish, unless a remedy be applied, unless its affections
be turned away from other things, and the love of God become
predominant. Future bliss will be lost and eternal misery will be
its portion. Our refuge is in God! You should know also that the
enjoyments of this world that are procured through the senses
are cut off at death. The enjoyment of the love and knowledge
of God, which depends upon the heart, is alone lasting. At death
the hindrances that result from the presence of the external senses
being removed, the light and brilliancy of the heart come to have
full play, and it feels the necessity of the vision of beauty. What has
hitherto been said is sufficient to enable a person of intelligence to
comprehend the dignity of the heart of man.!®

Al-Ghazalt does not believe that God can only be seen at death with
the eyes of the heart or, perhaps, in a death-like deep sleep. He maintains
that it is possible to see God while awake if we are wholly purified through
struggle and abstinence and have completely distanced ourselves from lust,
anger, and other vices. In overcoming passion, our hearts will yearn to see
God — causing us to distance ourselves even further from worldly matters.
The eyes and ears of our hearts will unlock, and awareness of God will
begin to take hold while we are awake, much in the same way as when
we are in a dream state. We will start to see everything as it truly is, a
description of which is impossible to provide. To one endowed with such
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awareness God unfolds the entire face of the earth and the heights of the
heavens. This mystic state emerges because the hindrances that were once
present in the heart — such as lust or greed — will have totally vanished.
Nothing will remain within us except the self-disclosure of Hakk.

This is the description of contentment and bliss that Al-Ghazali offers
in his Kimiya-ye sa‘ddat. He says that these two states can be taken from
the endless divine treasures dispensed by the noble hand of Muhammad.
Anyone who thinks that they can attain this bliss by another means is
gravely mistaken, for true bliss can be found nowhere else. The only way to
obtain it is in the way that we have explained above.

In the above information we can see that Al-Ghazali did much to
elevate the prestige of mysticism and encourage its acceptance as a way
offering true happiness. Indeed, it is a way that bestows transcendent delight
never-ending!
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The Mystics of the
6th & 7th Hyri Centuries
and their Views

1-Ghazali skillfully demonstrated during the fifth HijrT century that God

could not be found through intellect and reason alone. In fact, the well-
accepted authority his views weakened the influence of both theologians and
philosophers.

However, in the course of the sixth HijrT century, a group of mystics
emerged who maintained that religiously-grounded philosophy could a
legitimate means of gaining ma‘rifat. Such inspiration could emanate from
the soul by way of the mind, and therefore through reason. These individuals
advanced the idea that attaining hakikat flowed out of union with God. They
also maintained that the theories of wahdat al-wujtd and wahdat ash-shuhiid
were closely intertwined — a point that we shall discuss below.

A degree of mixing occurred between theology, religious philosophy,
and mysticism as a result of the ideas advanced by the mystics of this period.
Up to this point these subjects had been largely disconnected. Although some
views held by the sixth HijrT century mystics dovetailed with the opinions
of both theologians and religious philosophers, there was one significant
difference. While the latter sought to reach their objectives through empirical
evidence and logic, the mystics regarded their deductions as having emerged
from kashf (unveiling) and other transcendent experiences.

The advocates of this novel spiritual insight were men like
Al-Maktil Suhrawardi, with his book Hikmat al-ishrdk (The Philosophy of
[llumination), Ibn “Arabi, with the concept of wahdat al-wujiid, and “‘Umar
ibn al-Farid, with his book “4shk ilahi (Divine Love) and his theory of wahdat
ash-shuhtid. All three of these men added to the fresh and diverse directions
that Islamic mysticism would take during this period, directions that we shall
seek to explain in depth below.
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We should, however, make it clear that nearly all the Islamic mystics
of the sixth and seventh Hijr1 centuries continued to champion the long-held
belief that the only way to obtain hakikat was to remove every moral failing
and character flaw; and this could only be done by detaching oneself from all
earthly desires.

In the vocabulary used by the mystics of this period, we find the word
kutb (axis), a term used to describe the Insan-i kamil. The kutb is the head
of all the mystics living on earth at any given time, ranking far above all in
spiritual station. The kutb is the most spiritually advanced human on earth,
and no other mystic holds his rank in terms of ma‘rifat. When a kutb dies,
God raises another advanced mystic endowed with the very same qualities
to succeed him.

Ranking below the kutb in spiritual perfection are the abdals, who
have likewise been provided with a superior degree of ma‘rifat, but who
rank under the kutb, since he exhibits preeminence over them in every point.

In addition to the appearance of new terms, a number of noteworthy
methods for attaining spiritual advancement were transmitted during
the sixth and seventh HijrT centuries. One method was called “the way
of striving” or mujahadah. Through mujahadah the wayfarer can attract
ecstatic mystical delights and elevate his spiritual rank by rigorously
curbing all physical desires. Mujahadah is carried out by continual worship
and battling against the ego. This method allows the wayfarer to gain
vast spiritual rewards from the strenuous efforts put into to it; for once
mujahadah has been implemented the wayfarer will continue to acquire
loftier and loftier qualities by adhering to divine guidance. Traversing
numerous mystical states, he will, in due course, reach irfan (gnosis), and
within irfan the station of tawhid (unity).

Another term that came into widespread use was kashf, or “mystical
unveiling.” Kashf allows the wayfarer to observe various aspects of hakikat,
such as the manifestations God’s attributes, the varied dimensions of Paradise,
heavenly communications, the angels, sacred prophecy, the soul, and other
transcendent matters. One can reach genuine mystic states through kashf;
but the ability to reach kashf can only be gained by seclusion from the world
and unceasing dhikrullah, remembrance of God. When these unveilings are
achieved, any remaining worldly passions will be overcome within, and
the wayfarer will start to see things as they truly are. Such transcendent
experiences cannot emerge if corporal cravings remain present our hearts,
for only those who cast off material desire are granted this inner perception.
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If we can bring lust and desire under control, great benefit will be gained
from the profound awareness that God will bestow upon us. We will, in fact,
become conscious of the sum total of all.

During this period of history, we find in the accounts of advanced
mystics an increased use of their spiritual states to channel all sorts of
miracles. However, it important for us to realize that God bequeaths such
extraordinary abilities only when the wayfarer has removed all the veils
obstructing the eyes of the heart. Such elevated stations are reached when
the soul is purged of all moral defects, allowing advancement to the highest
pinnacle of spirituality: union with the divine.'” Whosoever arrives at this
most majestic of ranks beholds the reality of existence, and through sheer
spiritual strength can channel the divine energy that keeps the natural world
in check. Such power has been placed under a person’s authority solely with
God’s permission. As we have stated, this elevated privilege is only granted
to those who have become one with God. It is beyond the reach of all others.

We also find in this period the increased use of satirical language —
language that at a cursory glance can seem to be a mocking the sacred.
In truth, such language was used to impart spiritual realities skillfully.
Many mystics (like Bastamt and Al-Hallaj) frequently employed witticisms
whenever they wished their mystic viewpoints to remain veiled from the
unworthy. Such sardonic utterances were often difficult to fathom, and only
the most spiritually aware individuals could appreciate the significance of
their meaning. The common folk failed to decipher their meaning and such
sayings were regularly condemned as nonsense, drivel, and blasphemy.

For the spiritually inclined to decode these “outlandish” sayings a
technique had to be employed, one that was based on mystical insight. Those
not on the spiritual path would be unable to grasp these sayings or poems,
and thus could take little benefit from them. These words had no place in
textbooks, or in reason for that matter. Coincidentally, this is similar to the
condition of those who enter the spiritual path. There is no possible way for
transcendent openings to be acquired through reason and books alone; they are
gained through personal awareness and experience. Then inspired by divine
knowledge the tongue expresses the truths seen by the eyes of a heart. These
truths can often only be communicated to others in an ambiguous and guarded
language often at odds with exoteric interpretations of faith. Such words can
even seem utterly contrary to the fundamental principles of religion. Many
declarations made in the books and poems of Suhrawardi, Ibn ¢Arabi and Ibn
al-Farid are of this sort. Submerged as they were in a sea of divine awareness,
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these spiritual masters expressed their feelings in a veiled and mystifying
way. Those who commented on their works (whether verse or prose) in the
following centuries carefully maintained this approach.

Sometimes these commentators went even further than the writers they
were commenting on. For example, in explaining the poems of Ibn al-Farid, the
spiritual master Sa‘id al-Din al-Farghani (d. 699/1300) wrote that everything
in his commentary was from Ibn al-Farid’s works and that he merely sought
to organize these poems according to their original order of composition.
Nonetheless, Al-Farghant’s commentary on Ibn al-Farid’s verses is so cryptic
that it is nearly incomprehensible from beginning to end!

Thus we find the Islamic mystics in sixth and seventh HijrT centuries,
who carefully revealed their spiritual approaches and systems of belief in
their expressive writings. It is through these writings that their views on the
philosophy of mysticism have been passed down to us. These views will be
explained in the following accounts of some of the most notable individuals
of this period.

SUHRAWARDI & THE SCIENCE OF ILLUMINATION

The first personality we shall deal with in this chapter is
Abu’l Futiih Shahab ad-Din Suhrawardi, who is known worldwide by his
distinctive moniker A/- Maktul, “The Slain.” Suhrawardi was so astute in
his mysticism that his followers praised him with the title AI-Mu‘ayyid
bi’l-malakiit, “The one buttressed by the angelic realms.”

Suhrawardi was born in 549/1154 in the village Suhraward in the Persian
district of Zanjan. He studied fikh (Islamic jurisprudence) and philosophy at
the feet of the famous scholar Majd ud-Din al-Jil1. Since Suhrawardt excelled
in fikh, when he settled in the Syrian city of Aleppo he entered into debate
after debate with many local fukaha’. These scholars of exoteric Islam soon
became his unwavering foes, going so far in their opposition as to level
the charge of kufr, unbelief, against him. The fukaha’ wasted no time in
conspiring against Suhrawardi. Through numerous plots and intrigues, they
managed to gain the ear of the sultan of the time, the famed Salah ud-Din al-
Ayytbi, turning him into Suhraward’s pitiless foe. Salah ud-Din, who was
living in Egypt, sent orders to his son, Malik Zahir (who was governor of
Aleppo) to take immediate and severe action against Suhrawardi by having
him arrested and executed. Malik Zahir carried out his father’s command,
and in 587/1191 Suhraward1 was put to death.
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Numerous historians, including our own Sami Frashéri in his
Kamiis ul-<alam, have presented details of the events leading up to
Suhrawardi’s execution. It is said that after completing his studies,
Suhrawardi left his native Persia and traveled to Aleppo, Syria. In this city,
the reputation of his sophistication spread far and wide as he repeatedly
established his intellectual superiority over the fukaha’ in all of the
exchanges they had with him. Given this situation, the governor of Aleppo
(the son of Salah ud-Din) showered Suhrawardi with many honors, even
inviting him to the palace. This, unsurprisingly, stirred great envy in fukaha’,
who soon set about scheming. They sent a message to Salah ud-Din stating
that Suhrawardi was a bold-faced kafir bent on demolishing people’s faith,
including that of his son. He must, therefore, be dealt with straightaway.

The sultan’s response was sent to the fukaha’ and ‘ulama’ of Aleppo,
and it included a fatwa ordering Suhrawardi’s execution for mischievous
blasphemy. The execution had to be carried out as soon as possible, and
Suhrawardi was thrown into prison in 587/1191. After being cruelly deprived
of food and drink, Suhrawardi perished in the dungeon at the age of thirty-six.'®
Before he passed away he is said to have uttered these words:

Say to my friends,

As they cry

Upon seeing my end,

That I have not died.

By God! Surely I have not!

I'm alive!

I'm a bird

Whos left his cage for a time,

And now to God I climb.

And ah! How gracious mirth surges
As the vision of God undeterred emerges!"

Shahab ud-Din as-Suhrawardi was given the moniker 4/-Maktil, “The
Slain”, to distinguish him from another Suhraward1, “‘Umar as-Suhrawardi,
who was from Baghdad and who died in 638/1240. The latter is the author
of the famous book “Awarif ul-macarif, “The Gnosis of the Gnostics.”

Suhrawardi studied the philosophies of the ancients in great detail,
particularly those of Greece and Persia, and he gave great importance to
these. He not only expanded his intellect by studying these works, but he also
opened an enhanced way to appreciate and explain Islamic mysticism.
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Throughout his writings, Suhrawardi speaks in the language of spiritual
perception. Nonetheless, his contemporaries failed to grasp his intentions,
and they heaped doubt upon his attachment to Islam. This is clearly one of
the reasons why the fukaha’ issued a fatwa for his execution.

When he went to Aleppo in order to study, the historian Ibn Khallikan
noted that the town’s citizens were divided into two groups in regards to
their feelings about Suhrawardi: One group was against him, accusing him
of unbelief, while the other not only held him in high regard but considered
him a flawlessly pious saint. History likewise views him as a first-ranked
mystic and spiritual guide, and an astute philosopher possessing an elevated
character. Suhrawardi also distinguished himself by formulating the
mystical theory of hikmat al-ishrak, the “philosophy of illumination.” This
theory was a middle path that brought balance between the states of mystical
ecstasy and the mental exercises of philosophy. Suhrawardi presented his
argument in his book Hikmat al-ishrak:

I did not originally arrive at this subject through reason; rather
I acquired it by another means. Subsequently, I sought proof for
it so that, should I cease contemplating the proof, nothing would
make me fall into doubt regarding it.*

The works of Suhrawardi, whether in prose or verse, expose not only
his vast intellectual sophistication but present his firm grasp of metaphysics
and lofty mystical ecstasies. Among his more prominent works are Hikmat
al-ishrak, Hayakil an-nir (Luminous Forms), and Kissat al-ghurbat
al-gharbiyya (The Tale of the Western Exile). However, it is his magnum
opus Hikmat al-ishrak, which left the deepest impression on Islamic mystical
thought. In modern times this book’s value and reputation have spread far and
wide, and it has been translated into numerous European languages.

Hikmat al-ishrak is divided into two parts. In the first part, Suhrawardi
discusses logic, or mantik, in great detail. This part is an introduction of
sorts to the second part because a bit of the subject matter discussed in the
second half is included in its pages.

Suhrawardi dedicates the second half of Hikmat al-ishrak to the issue
of heavenly light. This part — which is the most crucial part of the book —
consists of five sections. The first explains the nature of light and its haka ik,
its realities. It also contains a discussion of the “Light of Lights,” which
is the foundation and mainstay of all creation. The second section shows
the order (or arrangement) of the state of affairs of wujid (existence). The
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third section deals again with the “Light of Lights” as well as the subject
of the anwar al-kahhar (dominating lights). The fourth section discusses
the “alam al-barzakh (transitional worlds), wherein Suhrawardi describes
their categories, compositions, and positions. The fifth section deals with
prophecy, the afterlife, and spiritual transformation. Suhrawardi shows
within these five parts the full balance and essence that is maintained by the
All-illuminating Light.

Suhrawardi also contrasts light with darkness, describing the spiritual
element as light, and the material element as darkness. He emphasizes that
possessing a lofty intellect can be considered illumination and that the
higher heavenly realms are made of an incinerating and annihilating light.
The souls of human beings are of a minor light, whereas God Almighty is
the Light of lights. According to Suhrawardi, the human body is an uncut
diamond, and the material world is purely a transitory station that is used to
cut this diamond to the fullness of perfection and beauty.

Suhrawardi tells us that the role that mysticism plays in relation to
faith is the same role that it plays in relation to philosophy. Likewise, the
role that theology plays in relation to religion is the same role played by
mystical philosophy in relation to natural, or general, philosophy. In fact,
Suhrawardi argues that proper recognition of God, His attributes, and His
creation hinge on a harmonized understanding of theology, philosophy
and mysticism. This means that one must fuse all three e fields together to
properly know Hakk, the Real (i.e. God).

Suhrawardi separates those striving to grasp truth into two categories.
The first group uses methods that involve logic, deduction, and reason,
while the other uses unveiling, personal struggle, and mystical experience.
The first category is filled by the theologians, for they are people who look
only at the externals of religion, which through their various proofs and
conclusions they seek to uphold. The second category is where the mystics
are found. These people have their means, perceptions, and expressions by
which they find truth. In demonstrating their findings, both groups adhere to
the essentials of Islam as presented by the theologians, for if such concepts
were not validated by the Kur’an and Sunnah, but rather experienced in
ways different from that of the mystics and theologians, it would become
the way of the philosophers rather than those seeking spiritual elevation.

13

Consequently Suhrawardi’s “philosophy of illumination” takes on the form

of'a mystical philosophy whose foundation rests on the individual becoming
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exalted in spiritual rank as general knowledge turns into ma‘rifat, and
ma‘rifat descends from the higher realms by way of heavenly inspiration.

Suhrawardi states that he composed Hikmat al-ishrak to satisfy the
appeals of his supporters for a work explaining his viewpoints. Moreover, he
stated that his views were fruits that ripened by detachment from the world
and embarking on the difficult battle to reach perfection. This book — which
caused great delight among his followers — shows Suhrawardi following
the same line of thought followed by the father of the philosophers, Plato,
whom he saw as a powerful intellectual master and mystic illuminator.

Just as the theologians and mystics could be categorized, Suhrawardi
maintained that the philosophers could be as well, with one group
comprised of those completely submerged in intuitive rather than discursive
philosophy. Such thinkers belong to the first category of philosophers, for
they are entirely concerned with spirituality, and are thus similar to the
prophets and saints. In this category, we find Bayazid Bastami, Sahl TustarT,
Al-Hallaj and many other friends of God.

Suhrawardi states that the second type of philosophers are those
thinkers who have no regard for intuitive philosophy, being exclusively
satisfied with discursive philosophy. Members of this group include Aristotle
of ancient days, as well as Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina in the Islamic era.

Those intellectuals who deal equally with intuitive and discursive
philosophy are put into a third category, although Suhrawardi said such
individuals are very rare. According to Shirazi (a later mystic), the only
person able to achieve this balance was Suhrawardi himself.

A fourth category is composed of those intellectuals who are concerned
more with intuitive philosophy and only somewhat with discursive
philosophy, while a fifth category contains those who deal with intuitive
philosophy, but who delve very little into discursive philosophy. These
are followed by those thinkers who are very much interested in discursive
philosophy, but little interested in the intuitive. A sixth and final group,
contends Suhrawardi, is made up of those intellectuals who are somewhat
involved in intuitive philosophy, but much more so with discursive
philosophy.

Suhrawardi believed that the highest of all in rank are those more taken
up with intuitive philosophy, and who remain firmly attached to it. Such
individuals are in every respect — be it in knowledge, esteem, reasoning or
taste — superior to those found in all other categories.
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Among all of these varying grades of philosophers there clearly
must be one who outshines them all, although he may not necessarily be
recognizable, even to himself. More often than not this superior individual
is veiled and completely concealed from humanity. This figure possesses
the saintly title of kutb, a term we have encountered above. It is this kutb
who directs all of the lower grades within the hierarchy of saints, even if he
is hidden from all save God.?!

Suhrawardi states that the students of philosophy can be placed into
categories similar to those of the great thinkers. First, there are those who
simultaneously adhere to intuitive and discursive philosophy. Then there are
those who seek to engage themselves in intuitive philosophy, while having
nothing to do with discursive philosophy. Such students are followed by
those who focus only on discursive philosophy, having nothing to do with
the intuitive. Suhrawardt holds that among all of these students only those
who embrace both ways will attain truth, and those who reach truth are
philosophers in their own right, and they are ranked high with the kutb.

Suhrawardi tells us that his Hikmat al-ishrak was written only for
those individuals who follow both approaches, i.e. intuitive and discursive
philosophy. Any thinker who is exclusively on one side or the other will
take no benefit from this work.

Furthermore, Suhrawardi denotes the differences that exist between
philosophy and mysticism in his Partavnamah, the “Book of Radiance”.
Whoever reads this book and absorbs its contents is sure to receive spiritual
enhancement and openings to divine inspiration. In fact, a reader will
acquire heavenly light — an element that Suhrawardi notes as being the
essential condition to finding the way of perfection.?

Let us then summarize these points in a few words: Basic philosophy
relates solely to those things dealing with intellect and reason. However,
its attainment and underpinning should be grounded in the exploration and
beholding of heavenly light, in mystical perception and in spiritual struggle.
As described in the Partavnamah this light will lift the wayfarer up as it
rains down its blessings.

In all of these rather complicated and elaborate concepts that we
have brought to light so far, it should be easy to see that Suhrawardi’s
spiritual approach and mystical viewpoints were abundantly decorated with
philosophical principles.
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IBN “ARABI & THE THEORY OF WAHDAT AL-WUJUD

One of the greatest mystics of the sixth and seventh HijrT centuries was
a man who bequeathed new expressions and theories to Islamic mysticism
and in so doing caused a sensation throughout the Muslim world. He was
Muhy1 ud-Din ibn ¢Arabi, a man who, much like Suhrawardi, successfully
fused mysticism with the principles of philosophy.

His full name is Muhammad ibn °Al1 ibn Muhammad ibn ¢Arabi
al- Hatim1 at-Ta’1. His sobriquet, by which he is more commonly known,
is MuhyT ud-Din, or “Reviver of the Religion.” He is also known by the
names Ibn °Arabi, Al- Gharbi (The Westerner), and Shaykh al-Akbar (The
Greatest Master). But most of all, he is recognized throughout the world as
one of the greatest champions of Islamic mysticism.

Ibn °Arabi was born in the Andalusian town of Murcia in 561/1165.
At the age of eight, he went to the city of Seville, where he studied under
°Abd ul- Hakk al- Azdi al-Ishbili, who was a well-known scholar of the time.
In 598/1201, Ibn °Arabi set out for the East. He stayed for a while in Mecca
before traveling to Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and other Arab lands. He also visited
parts of Anatolia. During his journeys, Ibn °Arabi sat with Ibn °Asakir and
Ibn Jawzi, who were two of the brilliant mystics of the day. Ibn °Arabi
attained spiritual enlightenment from such individuals as well as a further
stimulus for his philosophical approach to mysticism. He learned everything
he possibly could from his masters and as a result, he was bedecked with
heavenly knowledge and the disclosure of many divine secrets. Ibn°Arab1’s
enthusiasm for the mystic path earned him great distinction, and word of
his spiritual achievements spread far and wide. As his reputation expanded,
the rulers that governed Andalusia in the days of the “Faction Kings” sent
Ibn °Arabi lavish gifts. He in turn distributed to these to the poor, for he
ceaselessly made every effort to live a simple life filled with asceticism and
self-denial.

Ibn °Arabi penned over two hundred books, large and small, on
innumerable transcendent topics. He composed his verse and prose in a high
literary style and with extraordinary refinement. In his colossal work on
Arabic literature, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, Carl Brockelmann
presents summaries of more than one hundred and fifty of Ibn “Arabi’s
writings, the most significant being A/-Futithat al-makkiyyah (The Makkan
Openings), a work that conveys Ibn ¢Arab1’s spiritual views in perfect detail.
Another of Ibn °Arabi’s books, Fusiis al- hikam (The Bezels of Wisdom),
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possesses no less value than the aforementioned work, and in it one can
clearly perceive Ibn “Arab1’s mystical insights merged with philosophy.

Ibn °Arabi’s poems were compiled into a divan entitled Tarjuman
al-ashwak (Translator of Yearnings). His poetry evokes the waves of
transcendent love that manifested in his heart. Ibn “Arabi reveals in verse
how he wandered the path to God’s love and having reached it by way of
self-denial and struggle, completely dissolved into this passion. It was at this
moment that he discovered the mysteries of God by means of spiritual vision.

Ibn °Arabi consistently employs incredibly enigmatic expressions
throughout his writings, and the pages of his books are filled with imagery
and explanations incomprehensible to those lacking spiritual perception.
Anyone not endowed with such awareness will be unable to take benefit
from these works; something the author actually intended.

On account of his amazingly expressive abilities and the beauty of his
poetic skill — as well as his towering mystical insight — Ibn “Arab1 gained
from his well-wishers the titles of Shaykh al-akbar (the Greatest Shaykh)
and Kibrit ahmar (Red Sulfur). Yet the intolerant temperament of the fukaha’
that fell upon Al-Hallaj in the third HijrT century was far from dormant
during the days of Ibn °Arabi, when it came yet again to the fore. Given
their inability to grasp the finer points of Ibn Arabi’s mystical teachings the
fukaha’ responded with great hostility and they wasted no time in launching
attacks against him. They denounced him with undeserved verbal abuse;
even accusing him of having left Islam altogether. In mockery of his title
“Shaykh al-akbar” they called him “Shaykh al-akfar”, which means “Most
Infidelic Shaykh.” Ibn °Arabi barely escaped an assassination attempt
while in Egypt, an attempt instigated by a group of conniving fukaha’. He
subsequently fled Egypt and settled in Syria, where he remained until he
passed from the world. However, even in Syria, such fanatic dogmatists
refused to leave him in peace.

Even though Ibn °Arabi was forced to endure the scorn of countless
foes who derided him with the harshest of language and left no stone
uncast against him, he had many prominent and educated devotees and
sympathizers, both during his lifetime and after. Many of these devotees
composed colossal works defending his positions and clarifying his
mystical views. One modern-day lover of Ibn Arabi was an Istanbulite
university professor named Mehmet Ali Ayni (d. 1943). Out of his fondness
for this great spiritual master, Professor Ayni wrote a book specifically
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about Ibn °Arabi entitled Seyhi Ekberi Nigin Severim, or “Why I Love the
Greatest Shaykh.” Ibn °Arabi’s life story, his merits, his literary works,
as well as his mystical and philosophical theories, are described in detail
within this book’s pages. Ayni’s work also states that within Ibn°Arabi’s
manuscripts lay some particularly cryptic expressions that remained
unintelligible and undecipherable until well after the saint’s passing. One
such cryptogram (in Arabic) is this:

1dha dakhala sinu fi shin,
Yash’aru kabra Muhy ud-Din

which translates as:

When the letter sin (=) enters the letter shin (U%)
revealed will be the tomb of Muhyt ud-Din

Let us now give an explanation of this obscure passage. Many
historians — including our Sami Frashéri in his Kamiis al-‘alam — recorded
that Ibn °Arabi was not given a proper burial after his passing in 638/1240.
Instead, his body was unceremoniously thrown into a hole dug in a local
garbage dump by those who sought to disgrace him even in death. Ibn *Arabi’s
body lingered in this despicable grave for two centuries until Damascus was
conquered in 921/1516 by Sultan Selim I, ruler of the Ottoman Empire.

Sultan Selim encountered the writings of Ibn °Arabi early in his life,
and as a man of pronounced intellect he became engrossed in their study. He
discovered within the pages of these works during the course of his reading
the cryptogram mentioned above. This riddle roused his curiosity, and he
sought to find its meaning. The sultan immediately delegated some his court
scholars to launch an investigation.

During their research, the scholars discovered a tradition that had been
passed down through the generations by the people of Damascus. According
to this tradition Ibn °Arabl was executed by the authorities of his day for
supposedly uttering the blasphemous phrase: “The god you worship is under
my feet.” Sultan Selim was shocked to hear this. How could such words
come from the mouth of a man of such an exalted spiritual rank as Ibn ¢Arabi?
There must be a deeper meaning to this phrase, he thought. He immediately
ordered his scholars to intensify their efforts in uncovering this mystery.

As time went on, the location where Ibn °Arabi was standing when he
uttered this alleged blasphemy was located. Sultan Selim ordered the spot
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excavated, and after much digging a chest of gold was unearthed. The sultan
exclaimed:

Obviously, those who despised Ibn Arabi were greedy men who
valued riches above all else; for this chest is the reason the Shaykh
uttered the supposed blasphemy. However, now the intention of the
Shaykh is evident! Today it has been revealed to us that Ibn °Arabi
was not only a mystic philosopher, but he was also a holy man, a
saint endowed with miraculous powers by the grace of God!

A search was carried out at once to discover where these greedy men
had thrown Ibn ¢Arab1’s body, and it did not take long before the unfitting
resting place was found. The sultan ordered the remains exhumed and
reburied with great honor. By imperial decree one of the most beautiful and
magnificent turbehs in Damascus was built over Ibn “Arab1’s body. This
shrine remains a well-known pilgrimage site to this day.

Consequently, the cryptic words left by Ibn ¢Arabi can be explained
like this: The letter sin (o) symbolizes Sultan Selim I, while the letter
shin (U4 means Sham, which is the Arabic name for Syria. Therefore the
meaning of Ibn °Arabi’s prophetic riddle is “When Selim enters Syria
the tomb of MuhyT ud-Din will be discovered.” And so it came to pass.

Professor Ayni’s book mentions yet another riddle, one which we shall
reproduced (in Arabic) here:

Al-hd ghayra ahad ul-ba.
Ya udhuhu’l-mim,
Mim ba‘da ft alfu mim.

This means that the letter za (z) will not seize the letter ba (<), rather
it will be done by the letter mim (z), but the letter mim (a) after a thousand
mims (). This puzzle likewise remained unsolved; that is until 1048/1638, the
Ottoman sultan, Murad IV, took Baghdad from the Safavid Persians.

If we analyze these cryptic words, we will find that the letter 4a ()
represents Filibeli Hafiz Ahmed Pasha, the commander of the Ottoman army
that laid siege to Baghdad in 1034/1625. However, he lost much of his force
during a Safavid counterattack and was subsequently compelled to lift the
siege.

The first letter mim (#) represents Sultan Murat V. The second mim ()
represents the number forty according to the ancient abjad system. The final

mim (#) again has the meaning of the number forty.
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Knowing these facts, we find the explanation of this riddle as follows:
“Hafiz Pasha will not take Baghdad. Murad IV will take it after forty days
of siege in the year 1040 AH.” Thus, when this transpired it soon became
apparent that it was this event that the riddle foretold.

At this point let us return to the preceding narration. Having witnessed
Ibn “Arabl’s extraordinary insight, Sultan Selim I intervened in the
longstanding clash between the mystic master and the fundamentalist fukaha’,
whose champion was the so-called “Shaykh al-Islam” Ibn Taymiyyah
(who died in Damascus in the year 728/1328). Ibn Taymiyyah composed
a polemic in which he attempted to cast Ibn “Arabi as a devotee of the
Pharaoh’s religion of the ego, an unbeliever, an atheist and so on. Along
with Ibn °Arabi, the dogmatic Ibn Taymiyyah attacked Ibn Sab‘in, Tlimsani,
Jalal ud-Din Riim1 and other great mystic masters.

Other detractors of Ibn *Arabiincluded the famed polymath Ibn Khaldiin
(d.808/1406), Ibn Hajar al-Askalant (852/1448) and Al-Bika‘1 (885/1480),
who was by far the most vociferous of these men. Al-Bika‘t left no accusation
unwritten against Ibn “Arabi in his two works Tanbih al-ghabi ila takfir
Ibn “Arabi (The Awakening of the Unaware to Ibn °Arab1’s Unbelief) and
Tahdhir al-<ibad min ahl al-‘inad bi’l-bid°at al-ittihad (A Warning to the
Worshipers about Those espousing the Innovation of Union with God).

To present a thorough refutation of the claims of these fanatics, Sultan
Selim I commissioned the academic skills of a scholar named Abui’l Fath
Muhammad ibn Muzaffar — who hailed from Mecca, and hence is more
commonly known as “Shaykh Makk1”. With an official farman (imperial edict)
from the sultan, Shaykh Makki first assembled all of the charges leveled against
Ibn °Arabt and then sequentially and methodically provided the appropriate
responses to each. These responses were compiled in a book entitled A/-Janib
ul-gharbi fi hal mushkilat ash-Shaykh Muhyi ud-Din ibn “Arabi. This book
was translated into Turkish by Mirzazadeh in 1048/1638.

Ibn °Arabi had (in addition to Shaykh Makki) many supporters,
and sympathizers who defended his views. These included the great
lexicographer Al-Fayriizabadi, Sa‘d ud-Din al-Hamawi, Al-Safadi, Fakhr
ud-Din ar-Razi, As-Suyiit, “‘Abd ur-Razzak al-Kashani, °‘Abd al-Ghani
al-Nabulusi and others. The great scholar and mystic As-Suyiiti wrote
an excellent book defending Ibn °Arabi entitled Tanbih al-ghabi fi tanzih
Ibn “Arabi, or “Awakening the Unaware to Ibn ¢Arab1’s Exoneration.”

Owing to his fusion of mysticism and philosophy Ibn °Arabi is often
considered the champion of Islamic mysticism during the sixth and seventh
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Hijr1 centuries. He clearly understood that a genuine experience of hakikat
could only be uncovered by way of spiritual insight. In his writings,
Ibn °Arab1l extols the transcendental states that he experienced while
traversing the righteous path. Yet he was also a man of spiritual struggle
and asceticism, and he continues to serve as an example for all mystics.

Many of the philosophical principles that Ibn °Arabi fused to his
metaphysical disclosures can be observed throughout his works. Indeed, at
first glance, his books do not seem to have anything to do with spirituality
at all. Rather they seem to be entirely philosophical in nature, filled with
rational thinking, deductions, and explanations of this sort.

Ibn cArab1’s spiritual path, as well as his contribution to expanding
the concept of wahdat al-wujiid, infuriated the dogmatic fukaha’. Although
both of these points rest firmly on the Kur’an and the hadith and were
further reinforced with metaphysical insights and philosophical arguments,
the fukaha’ felt obliged to take an unyielding stance against him.

Ibn ¢Arabi brought forward the idea that any created entity appearing
in the cosmos is — at the level of its essence — one with every other created
entity. This is, perhaps, the simplest definition that we can give of the
concept of wahdat al- wujiid. To be more precise, the essence of all creation
at its most basic level is the essence of the Creator Himself and no true
distinction can made between them, at least at the level of reality. Naturally,
misgivings about this theory will inevitably enter the mind of anyone unable
to comprehend a singular all-encompassing and all-pervading essence.

Let us now attempt to explain the concept of wahdat al-wujud in a
more straightforward manner so that it might be better understood by our
readers. The Islamic mystics contend that since everything in the cosmos
is in need of being created and is subsequently maintained in a state of
existence by the Creator (i.e. God), the created cannot be considered in
and of itself an independent essence. Creation is completely in need, and it
cannot endure on its own, nor can it be counted as having a self-supporting
essence. Rather, the manifestation of a created thing only has the power
to reveal its Maker. On seeing a building or a beautiful fabric, the astute
observer assigns no genuine importance to the actual building or fabric.
He knows that the true beauty, skill, and merit of the building or fabric lies
with the master craftsman who fashioned it. Thus it is with human beings;
indeed with everything in the universe, and beyond. Things cannot exist
independently of God. They are in absolute need of Him to maintain their
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existence. Therefore, creation has no genuine essence; it is only a mirror
that reflects the Creator: God Almighty.

This, in a nutshell, is the theory Ibn Arabit expresses through the concept
of wahdat al-wujud. There is but one essence behind all of creation, he
declares, and it is that of God’s. Therefore we find Ibn °Arabi saying in his
masterwork Futihat al-makkiyyah:

...He who manifests himself in this place is no other than He [i.e.
God]. Consequently there is of the praise-giver, of the praise and
of the praised only He.*

This can be taken as a summation of the pantheism Ibn °Arab1 express-
es with these lines:

O Thou who has Thyself encompassed all.
Within Yourself is fashioned big and small.
The essence of the universe beckons to Your call.

To aid in our understanding of this complex theory it would be
beneficial to present a few lines from Naim Frashéri’s famous poem
Lulet e Verés, “Summer Flowers”:

Truly God is what you see,
His voice in every sound.
In all there is and is to be,
His essence can be found.

God the Real, for Ibn °Arabi, permeates everything and is the all-
embracing essence of creation. All is in essence One. The dualism of creator/
created exists only at our limited level of understanding. When we can behold
everything with the intuitive eye of the heart, we will see this single essence,
which has no partner, infusing everything. While it is undeniable that only
one essence indeed exists (that of God’s), it is replicated in infinite shades of
color. This is similar to the occurrence of numbers, all of which arise out of
1. By repeating the 1 and adding to it, other numbers emerge. And although
the ensuing numbers are seen as separate and different from the 1, they all
emanate from the 1 and contain within them the essence of the 1.

Thus it can be said that God’s essence is the only essence that is
genuinely real. This infinite, omnipotent, and uncreated essence sustains all
created essences. Nothing possesses a self-sustaining existence except for
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God, and the essence of everything in creation is manifested by God. Thus,
Ibn °Arabi’s mystic insight obliterated notions of dualism or multiplicity of
being. When tawhid, or oneness, expunges all else, what can remain save
God, who is incomparable and without partner?

In addition to the concept of wahdat al-wujiid there are two
additional theories associated with Ibn “Arabi. The first is the theory of the
“Muhammadan Essence” and the second is the unity of religions.

Ibn ¢Arab1’s “Muhammadan Essence” is a cosmic soul from which
all prophets — from Adam to Muhammad — have emerged. Their various
activities and numerous ranks have their source in this primordial essence.
Furthermore, after the worldly life of Muhammad came to an end, all the
saints who have arisen as his successors have taken their illumination from
this essence. It goes without saying that this idea is very much in agreement
with Al-Hallaj’s concept of the Niir muhammadiyyah, or “Muhammadan
Light,” which we have explained above.

Ibn °Arabi likewise builds on Al-Hallaj’s approach to the fundamental
unity of religion. Ibn °Arabi, like Al-Hallaj, states that all religions exist by
God’s permission. Wherever we should happen to find prayer we should
always be aware that regardless of the prayer’s external form only One
is being prayed to, One incomparable and without partner, whether the
worshipers are consciously aware of it or not. What is important is for us
to be conscious of this fact: The face of God is visible anywhere we should
happen to be. Knowing this guides us along the path, for it tells us that the
cosmos is of but a single essence, and that essence is God Almighty. There is
no other essence that embraces everything apart from that of the everlasting
Creator. Ibn °Arabt expresses this theory throughout his writings, and in
conclusion, we would like to draw attention to its expression in one of his

beautiful poems:
Each and every form in my heart has now congealed;
A cloister for monastics, for gazelles a verdant field,

A temple filled with idols, the long sought-after Ka‘bah,
The Kur’an’s most sacred pages, the tablets of the Torah,

Love is my religion, and where its caravan should lead
There you'll find my faith, and my everlasting creed.”
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IBN AL-FARID & DI1vINE LOVE

‘Umar ibn al-Farid is one of the most remarkable mystic poets of the
sixth and seventh HijrT centuries. He is also one of the greatest mystics
and distinguished saints of Islam. His father was from the Syrian town of
Hama, although Ibn al-Farid was born in Cairo in 576/1181. It was in this
city that he came of age and spent most of his life until he passed from
the world in 632/1235. He spent fifteen years traveling first to Mecca and
then throughout the Arabian Peninsula, where he was bathed in heavenly
inspiration and spiritual bliss.

Ibn al-Farid was a resolute mystic and he purified his soul through
praiseworthy acts of asceticism and struggle against the pull of the ego.
He carried out these undertakings to such an extent that he was thoroughly
prepared to receive esoteric knowledge.

Ibn al-Farid’s heart was so enveloped in spiritual love that nothing else
remained within it save the longing to be united with the Beloved. This was
his sole aspiration and he struggled tirelessly to attain this goal, carrying out
great sacrifices to reach it. He willingly endured any hardship to obtain that
which he sought. This struggle to reach the Beloved is conveyed in his poems,
which being entirely inspired by his love of God, are exceptionally moving.
There is a light that leaps from the radiance of his heart in the lines of these
verses, for they contain perfect sincerity and unassailable luminance.

Ibn al-Farid’s devotees called him the Sultan al-ashikin, the “Sovereign
of the Lovers” on account of his merits, and they considered him their chief.
In fact, Ibn al-Farid proclaimed this station in these lines calling out to his
beloved:

In the arena of life all hold love for You.
And 1, I alone, embody all of those who do.

Then he exclaims: “All lovers shall be under my banner on Judgment
Day, and all will be gathered under the flag of Your splendor!” To explain the
position that he held in regards to this love Ibn al-Farid wrote:

With this love I proclaim of previous loves my verses vain.

Now all lovers in my company amass.

Now all lovers to my every word enchained.

Thus I became the bravest of lovers, unsurpassed.

Those who condemn these friends find my heart unruffled still.
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Distant I am from a hardened heart, softened still.

In love’s arena sufficient wisdom I embody, subtle still,
Yet too much to express from a heart distilled.

Oh unaccomplished lovers! Calling love your own!
These insights from your grasp have slipped?

You are ignorant of the word’s pith.

What matters then all you have seen and shown?

Elsewhere he declares:

All those who came before me

To those to come after,

With my love you will understand

My dolor bestowed from love’s demands.

So I ask: What do you seek to have and master?
Take it from me.

Take me as an example.

Take me as the one followed

And those who recount the waves of my love hallowed.

It must emphasized that the love our poet declares is not a love tainted
with physical desire. Not at all! Ibn al-Farid’s is a love that emerged the
moment he, as a perfect mystic, purified his heart from the obstacle of
physical desire through abstinence and battling the ego. Having attained
this purification, he found any hint of carnal love utterly distasteful, and he
declared such love to be hollow, fleeting and of no real worth. Ibn al-Farid
linked himself heart and soul to a realm whose beauty he was able to
mystically grasp, and he was so intoxicated by this that he knew no other
sort of love could replace it.

The “beloved” revealed in Ibn al-Farid’s many poems is the glorious
Lord, who embraces all creation and whom nothing can overpower.
Ibn al-Farid’s love of God is a love that transcends everything. It is a love
endowed with such qualities that one could not — and would not — be able to
absorb in a single lifetime, in this universe or any other heavenly dimension!

Ibn al-Farid endured many torments for the sake of his beloved. He
struggled so much on this path that eventually, through superhuman effort,
his self was completely dissolved. In carrying out such a feat, he was able
to reach oneness with the Beloved.

When we delve into Ibn al-Farid’s accounts of the experiences that were
stimulated by his transcendent love, we find the emergence of unfathomable
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mystico-philosophical insights. Ibn al-Farid asserted that all of these
experiences were consistent with his aspirations, and they ultimately led him
to his goal. In other words, he expressed union with God through mystical love
much in the same way that Ibn °‘Arabt employed the metaphysical concept of
wahdat al-wujud.

IBN SABIN & THE THEORY OF WAHDAT UL-MUTLAK

One of the Islamic mystics who openly championed the notion
of absolute union with God as well as the theory of wahdat al-mutlak
(non-delimited oneness) is Abii Muhammad °Abd al-Hakk ibn Sab‘in,
who was originally from Andalusia. He was born in the town of Murcia
in 614/1217, and he passed from this life in 667/1269. “‘Abd ur-Ra’af
al-Ma‘naw1 states in his Tabakat that Ibn Sab‘mn finished his study of
Arabic literature while living in Andalusia. Afterwards, he left for Ceuta
(now in Spanish North Africa), a move that benefited his spirituality since
it was here that he was able to meet many mystics, philosophers, and other
ascetics. Ibn Sab‘in examined many books, all of which deepened his grasp
of mysticism. He traveled much throughout the Islamic West before turning
to the East, going first to Mecca to perform the Hajj.

Ibn Sabin’s reputation spread far and wide, and he gained many
friends and admirers — especially after he made known his theory of
wahdat al-mutlak, a theory that corresponds more or less to pantheism.
Through his writings (which were widely distributed) Ibn Sabin disclosed
his theory to even his most distant initiates.

According to many of Ibn Sabin’s biographers, he was an ascetic who
accepted wahdat al-wujud and fused his unique thoughts to the views of
other great mystical theorists. His mastery of philosophy can be appreciated
in many of his works, and in keeping with general philosophical views he
also accepted the importance of the material world and nature. In fact,
Ibn Sab‘in wrote tracts on his theories and these sent to the Holy Roman
Emperor, Frederick II (d. 1250 CE). Not only did Ibn Sab‘in demonstrate
his formidable intellectual capacity in these tracts, but he also expressed his
sympathy for Aristotle and Plato, whose thinking he studied in depth.

Ibn Sab“in’s views on spiritual love appear to be identical to those of
Rabi‘a al-*Adawiyyah, of which we have spoken above. He believed that
we should not worship God merely to win Paradise or avoid Hell; rather
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we should worship God to gain His love and seek union with Him. Once
Ibn Sab‘in was asked by another mystic, Abii’l Hasan Tustart, what he
thought about worship. Ibn Sab“in replied, “If you’re asking us about desire
for Paradise, be gone with you! However, if you’re asking about desire for
the Lord of Paradise, come and sit with us!”

Some scholars branded Ibn Sab‘in an atheist, while others supported
and followed his views; for while a small group of people championed his
writings, most failed to recognize their value. One reason for this could be
that Ibn Sab‘in’s writings are not easily understood, as they are incredibly
intricate and complex. A sympathetic contemporary of his, Ibn Dakk al-°Id,
wrote that he once talked with Ibn Sab‘in from morning until noon, and
although he was cognizant of the saint’s words, when he linked them all
together into sentences he could not understand a single thing!* This is
equally the case with a good number of those individuals who merged
mysticism and philosophy, such as Suhrawardi, Ibn °Arabi, Ibn al-Farid,
Tilimsani, and Sadr ud-Din Konevi. Moreover, this intricacy of thought
is, perhaps, one of the chief reasons why many exoteric scholars actively
challenged their views and wrote against them.

MEVLANA JALAL UD-DIN ROmi

Another remarkable mystic of this period, a man distinguished above all
others, and whose immense reputation remains widespread, is Jalal ud-Din
Rimi, who gained from his admirers the honorary title Mevianda, or “Our
Master” — and it is by this title that he is known throughout the world. RGim1
is ranked among the greatest of saints of Islam and the founding pirs of the
Sufi orders (tarikats). His particular spiritual path became known as the
Mevlevi Order so as to distinguish it from other mystic fraternities.

Rimi was an incredibly cultured man, and his breathtaking skill with
verse and prose are known far and wide. He was thoroughly endowed with
spiritual inspiration, and he was enlightened in every type of knowledge,
especially knowledge that is related to the heart. He expressed his love of
God in the ghazals (lyric poems) found in his divan and, moreover, in his
famous Mesnevi, a work that continues to hold global acclaim. The contents
of the Mesnevi have been cited by many scholars and have been studied
with great interest by Muslims and non-Muslims.

Rumi1’s forefathers hailed from Khorasan, and he was born in the
region’s chief city, Balkh, in 604/1207. Rim1’s father, Baha’ud-Din Walad,
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was one of the eminent scholars of the day, so famous that throngs of people
often gathered around him to benefit from his knowledge. However, at some
point in time Baha ud-Din ran afoul of the ruler of that region, Jalal ud-Din
Khwarazm-Shah, and he was forced to leave his native land. Baha’ud-Din
took his son with him, who was then only five years-old. They set out from
Khorasan towards the region of the Hijaz, intending to perform the Hajj.

Their journey led them to the city of Nishapur, where they met the
great mystic master Farid ud-Din °Attar. Upon seeing little Jalal ud-Din,
°Attar observed heavenly light illuminating the boy’s face. Overjoyed by
this vision, he congratulated Baha’ud-D1n on his son’s angelic radiance. He
then turned back to the little boy, hugged him and presented him with a copy
of his book, Asrarnamah, the “Book of Secrets”.

As father and son continued to Mecca, they met another great mystic,
Sayyid Burhan ud-Din Tirmizi, who became fast friends with Baha’ud-Din
Walad. The two men ceaselessly discussed the spiritual path and the bliss
it generated. Given that little Jalal ud-Din was continually present in the
company of these two exalted masters, their transcendent conversations
penetrated his soul, and he became infused with a hunger for the mystic path
and its innermost insights.

Tirmizi remained in the company of Baha’ud-Din and his son and
after performing the Hajj together, the band moved on to Syria, where
Tirmiz1 passed from this life. However, before he breathed his last, he told
Baha’ ud- Din that he should leave Syria and settle in Riim — as Anatolia was
called in those days. Baha’ud-Din agreed to fulfill this final request, and he
set out with his son.

In due time father and son came to the city of Erzincan, and then
moved on to the town of Karaman [formerly Laranda]. It was during their
stay in this town that they received an invitation from the Seljuk ruler, the
famed °Ala ul- Din Kaykubad, to settle in the capital of his kingdom, Konya;
which they agreed to do.

Baha’ud-Din actively taught religion in Konya, and the sultan
himself occasionally sat in his classes. In fact, the ruler was so captivated
by Baha’ ud-Din’s astuteness and intellect that he commissioned a grand
madrasah (called the Medrese-i Hiidavendigar) to be built in his honor.
Baha’ud-Din’s lectures made a huge impression on those in attendance.
Students listened carefully to his every word. This positive state of affairs
continued until 631/1233 when Baha ud-Din Walad reached the end of his
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life. After his passing, his position as lecturer at the madrasah was taken up
by his son, Jalal ud-Din, who was then twenty-four years old.

This was just the opening that RGmi needed to convey his extraordinary
spiritual aptitude and wide-ranging intellect to the world. His reputation quickly
spread, and students began to gather from far and wide seeking to benefit from
his knowledge of Islam. In fact, the number of Rim1’s students grew to such
a large number that they not only congregated around the tables and benches
of the classroom, they habitually accompanied him home after class to partake
of his pleasant chats. Sometimes his escort would reach four to five hundred
people! As he started out for the madrasah in the morning, he would often
find himself surrounded by throngs of people asking him about the things they
wanted to know, jotting down whatever responses he provided.

Having lived in Konya for many years, the fire of the mystic path that
Rim1 knew as a child was rekindled through his relationship with an ascetic
named Husam ud-Din Chelebi. Riim1 would eventually pursue this path to
its utmost reaches.

RimT steadily increased in spiritual longing until there came a fated
meeting with a wandering dervish named Shams ud-Din Tabrizi, who arrived
in Konya in 642/1244. According to Sami Frashéri’s Kamiis al-“alam this
dervish was sent to Konya by the great mystic Salah ud-Din Zarktb with
the goal of filling RiimT with mystic inspiration. In the course of their first
meeting, Shams flung Rim1 into the endless ecstasy of transcendent passion.

After their initial meeting, RimI took the dervish home, where the
two remained locked in discussion and contemplation day and night. In his
Velednamah, Rumi’s eldest son Sultan Veled describes the transcendental
strength and complexion of their mutual attraction:

From Adam’s day until now many contented saints and fulfilled
lovers have come into the world. However, above these, there has
always been another spiritual world, the rank of which is higher
for the reason that it contains the lover joined with the Beloved.
Before the appearance of Shams-i Tabrizi, this realm, as well
as the type of love contained within it, remained unrevealed;
no human possessed the words to describe it. For this reason,
we can say with all certainty that Shams-i Tabrizi was a secret
courier from this yet undiscovered world. He came and divulged
his divine knowledge to Jalal ud-Din Riimi, totally bedecking
him with it. Thus, Shams appeared and came not as the king of
the lovers, but as the king of the beloveds, infusing Jalal ud-Din
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with this new spirit, which in turn was expressed through verse.
Consequently, he [Riimi1] is considered one of the most marvelous
poets of Islamic mysticism.?’

Riimi was so captivated by his relationship with Shams that he stopped
giving lectures and attending to his pupils. He even began to neglect his
old friends as he stepped foot on the spiritual path. Rimi began to exhibit
indifference towards external knowledge, and he strolled through the
countryside with Shams by his side, wholeheartedly engaged in discussing
the endless ecstasies brought about by mystic unveilings.

Needless to say, the scholars of Konya and Rim1’s pupils were greatly
dismayed by all of this, and measures were taken to remove the dervish
from their beloved teacher’s company. As a result of their intrigue, Shams
was expelled from Konya in 643/1245; and filled with sadness, he made his
way to Syria.

No matter how far away Shams was from Riimi, the affection they shared
had entered so deeply that they could not remain separated from each other.
The reason Konya’s scholars and students tried to break Rum1’s relationship
with the dervish was so that they could have him all to themselves. But alas!
Their scheme bore no fruit; Ram1 still spent no time with them. Instead, he
wandered about in a stupor searching for his beloved Shams.

When RGm1’s pupils realized that their plan failed, they went to their
teacher seeking forgiveness. He accepted their apology and then sent his son
Veled to find Shams and beg him to return. Obeying his father’s request, the
young man traveled to Syria and in due course found Shams. After much
pleading, Veled delivered the dervish back to Konya. Both men made the
return journey on foot as a sign of their gratefulness to God.

As the two returned to Konya Rim1 began spending all of his time
with Shams, and again there was no chance for his students to benefit from
his instruction. They grew annoyed with the dervish, and they soon wished
for their eyes to fall upon him no more. However, it did not take Shams long
to became aware of this reemerging animosity. He was so troubled by it
that he left Konya and vanished from the people’s sight without a trace, this
time for good. Nobody knew where he went. A rumor circulated at the time
that Shams was murdered at the urging of one of Riim1’s sons, °Ala’ ud-Din.
However, Sultan Veled (‘Ala’ ud- Din’s brother) categorically denied this
allegation in his writings.
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Riim1 twice journeyed to Syria seeking Shams — but to no avail. The
dervish was nowhere to be found. This final separation from Shams pushed
Rim1 into the inferno of divine love, and he became so distraught that
he was often found spinning in circles as he held firm to a wooden post,
intoxicated by the pain of separation from his beloved. He often utilized the
sound of musical instruments — like the ney (reed flute) and the diimbelek —
to push himself into a state of wajd, or spiritual ecstasy. This, in truth, is the
origin of the first Mevlevi sama“ — the celebrated whirling ritual known far
and wide.

As his unmatched ecstasy expanded, Ruim1 discovered that the real
beloved behind all beloveds was God, and he strove with all of his might
to unite with this beloved. Through the eyes of his heart, Rimi beheld the
spiritual state where lover and beloved exist united in a single body. This
unveiling propelled him to compose mystical poetry in honor of Shams,
which would later comprise his divan. Curiously, he laid no claim to the
authorship of these ghazals. He wrote them, rather, under the name of his
cherished Shams-i Tabrizl.

As Rimi1 soared higher and higher in spiritual rank, he began to
compose his Mesnevi, a work of enormous literary value and an unrivaled
masterpiece. Its stanzas express a form of sublime inspiration unlikely to be
found in anywhere else. Rim1’s divan contains some 3,000 verses, while his
Mesnevi contains some 50,000 lines, each bedecked with matchless charm.

Even though Shams-i Tabrizi had vanished from the eyes of the world,
his mystic brilliance was passed on to his disciple, RGim1 — who in turn
adorned himself with such sublime principles and integrity that he gained
a reputation celebrated worldwide. Today Mevlana Riim1 is counted among
the unsurpassed mystics and founding pirs of the Sufi orders.

Let us now examine Rimi1’s spiritual outlook and make an effort
to explain it. In his younger years, Rimi learned the concepts of divine
love that were developed by earlier Islamic mystics. This love blossoms
as the wayfarer’s soul disappears into the Beloved. However, through
Shams’ inspiration, Rimi was able to take divine love to a whole new level,
dressing it with new meaning. From lofty mystical heights, he taught that
the spiritually perfected person not only annihilates himself in the love of
God but that God reciprocates and becomes his lover. Given that God’s
essence is infinitely loftier that Man’s, God’s role in this love will be all the
greater, for He is an all-consuming lover!
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In other words, the more we purify ourselves by subduing the ego and
gain God’s love, the more God intensifies this love, making us the object
of His bliss-filled affections. Because of His unlimited power, God returns
our love with a love that is of a much greater intensity. Thus, the concept
of God becoming the wayfarer’s lover as the wayfarer become God’s lover
emerged out of this; the two become both lover and beloved simultaneously.
Earlier mystics had never spoken of such reciprocal love. It was revealed
for the first time to Rim1, who was motivated by his love for his spiritual
guide, Shams-i Tabriz1.

Rium1 obtained the Real, Hakk, through his love of Shams. He was so
overawed by the experience that he devoted the rest of life to expressing this
newfound state of mystical awareness. Perhaps this was Shams’ motivation
for separating Rimi1 from all of his friends and students and, in the end,
even himself. Shams sought to trigger a deeper awareness in Riimi, an
awareness that was, in fact, a new unveiling that further enriched Islamic
mysticism. This new view of divine love was a beautiful gift from God, but
those not on the path (including many of Rimi’s pupils) failed to appreciate
and understand this.

Rimi1 gained noteworthy fame in the arena of mystics on account of
his invigorating spirituality. Mullah Jam1 (a well-known mystic master of
the fifteenth century CE) praised Riim1 and his Mesnevi with the following
couplet:

What can I say in praising his lofty nature?
He’s not a prophet, but he surely has a book!

After Shams had disappeared Rimi lived in solitude for a time.
However, he eventually found a boon companion among his disciples to
accompany him on the spiritual path — a man named Salah ud-Din Zarkib.
Zarkiib was elevated to a rank above all other devotees through his devotion
and in time he became RGm1’s deputy, or khalifah. Zarkib faithfully carried
out this duties for ten years until he fell ill and departed from this life in
662/1263. After Zarkib’s passing, Rim1 appointed Husam ud-Din to be his
khalifah. Husam ud-Din served as a deputy for ten years until 672/1273, the
year in which Rumi passed from the material realm.

Riim1 was buried in Konya with great honor. His followers constructed
amagnificent turbeh over his grave, which continues to be visited by throngs
of pilgrims. His descendants were given the honorable title of "Chelebt",
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which means “gentleman of merit.” One interesting note: It was the custom
during the Ottoman period for the Chelebis to gird a new sultan with the
imperial sword upon his coronation.

Husam ud-Din recommended that Rim1’s vacant sheepskin pdst be
given to the saint’s eldest son, Sultan Veled. After much prayer, Veled accepted
this heavy responsibility and he sat on his father’s sheepskin for thirty years.
Sultan Veled is considered the second pir of the Mevlevi Order since it was
he who organized and systematized all of its ceremonies and rituals based on
the spiritual foundations laid by his father. These rites endured in Turkey until
1925, the year when all Sufi orders were outlawed by the government.

Rimi1 did not intend for his sama° to become a ritual ceremony, for
it was a mystical whirling that erupted spontaneously out of his heart.
However, Sultan Veled did not wish to discard this cherished practice,
and he incorporated it into the rituals of the Mevlevi Order. It has been
performed by its dervishes ever since.

Before we end this section on Mevlana Jalal ud-Din Rumi, we should
speak a little about his divan, which contains ghazals and ruba‘is beyond
description. These poems skillfully impart the nature ofhis mystical love. This
great work is entitled Divan-i Kabir, otherwise called Shams al- Haka'’ik, or
the “Sun of the Realities” — a play on Shams-i Tabrizi’s name, in whose honor
this work was composed. In addition to this masterpiece Rumi composed
other works such as Fihi ma Frhi (It Is What It Is), Makatib-i Mawlana (The
Letters of Our Master) and so on.

For the sake of Mevlana Riim1’s memory we shall close with a few
verses from his Mesnevi, verses later interpreted by Naim Frashéri in his

poem Fyelli, a word that means “ney” in Albanian:
From the reed-flute hear what tale it tells,
What plaint it makes of absence’ ills

From reed-bed since they me tore,
Men’s, women’s eyes have wept right sore.

My breast I tear and rend in twain,
To vent through sighs my lonely pain.

Who's from his home snatched far away,
Longs to return some future day.
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y the sixth and seventh Hijr1 centuries, Islamic mysticism overflowed

in both experiential and theoretical expression. It now began to take
on a more structured appearance, particularly in its practical application.
Those individuals who came after the sixth and seventh HijrT centuries did
not significantly modify Islamic mystical philosophy in any fundamental
way. However, what we do find is an increasing structuralization and
systemization of the spiritual teachings and practices of earlier masters.

In the course of discussing the events of the third HijrT century, we
explained how some tarikats — literally “ways” or “paths” — came into
existence. These tarikats evolved out of the adoration a group of wayfarers
had for a particular saint and his spiritual practices. The fraternity was named
after the mystic as a sign of this love and devotion. For instance, those that
followed the spiritual teachings of Bayazid Tayfiir Bastamt named their
tarikat the “Bastamiyyah” or “Tayfuriyyah”; those who were inspired by
Junayd al-Baghdadi called their tarikat the “Junaydiyyah;” while those who
followed SarT as-Sakatt were called the “Sakattyyah”, and so on.

During the sixth and seventh HijrT centuries the tarikats of other, later,
mystics began to form in great number. Many of these fraternities remain
active to this day, and shall be described below. In doing so we will be
able to draw attention to the diverse spiritual methods and techniques that
existed and continue to exist, within practical Islamic spirituality.

We must emphasize, however, that the ultimate goal of the tarikats is
one and the same: God. Each path leads to a spiritually and morally perfected
life and each infuses its disciples with transcendent values. Any outward

differences lay only in the particulars of each path’s methods and practices.
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For example, when it comes to the important principle of dhikrullah, the
tarikats differ on how this should be carried out. Is it better to mention
God’s names out loud or silently in the heart? There are also differences in
how often one should make dhikr during the day, as well as which litanies
should be recited, and other particulars.

Furthermore, each tarikat has its specific methods on how one should
begin to detach from the world, which is a principle valued by all mystics.
Should the wayfarer completely sever all ties to the world? Or should he
only enter into temporary seclusion from time to time? The mystics of
Islam call this seclusion khalwat and it is a period commonly lasting forty
consecutive days.

The same can be said regarding the matter of divine love. While
this concept lies at the heart of all tarikats, each order differs on the way
its followers should go about attaining it. Can a taste of divine love be
attained through the aid of musical instruments, such as the kudim, ney
etc. — whose sounds can generate a state of wajd (ecstasy)? Or should it be
realized through the rigorous and focused chanting of God’s names? These
(and other) details manifest themselves differently among the tarikats, as we
shall point out in the sections below.

THE KADIRI ORDER

One of the most famous tarikats is that of the Kadirtyyah, which takes
its name from its founder, ‘Abd ul-Kadir al-Jilani. His full name is Aba
Muhammad MuhyT ud-Din °Abd ul-Kadir ibn Abii Salih ibn Jangi Dost. He
was born in the year 461/1078 in a small village called Nayf in the Iranian
province of Gilan.

°Abd ul-Kadir completed his elementary education in his native land.
When he reached his eighteenth year, he left for Baghdad to further his
studies. It was in this great city that he met the famous jurisprudent Abii Sa“id
al-Mukharrim1, from whom he learned fikh, Islamic law. “‘Abd ul-Kadir also
studied hadith under Abu Bakra ibn Muzaffar. As a result, he was furnished
with all the exoteric knowledge that these religious teachers were able to
impart, and he embraced the Hanbali legal school (madhhab) of Sunni
Islam. °Abd ul-Kadir also studied literature with Abti Dhakir at- Tabrizi.
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The emblematic headgear (taj) worn by the dervishes and murshids of the various Sufi orders.

°Abd ul-Kadir remained in Baghdad for many years, giving lessons
and seminars in the city’s educational institutions. Eventually, he began to
undertake journeys to Mecca to perform the Hajj. He also began seeking
out isolation in remote places for extended periods of time to worship God
more fully.

It was around this time that °Abd ul-Kadir met one of the spiritual
masters of the day, Abti’l-Khayr al-Dabbas, and through him was filled with
vast spiritual insight. He was later dressed in the sacred khirkah by Abu
Sacid al-Mubarrak. In 521/1127 °Abd ul-Kadir established a tekke in a small
town on the outskirts of Baghdad called Bab al-Halba. From here he began
to give lectures and dispense spiritual guidance to his countless followers.
The fame of both his tarikat and personality soon spread in every direction.

°