



[image: images]






Rūmī and the Whirling Dervishes


Alberto Fabio Ambrosio




Rūmī and the Whirling Dervishes


Alberto Fabio Ambrosio


[image: pub]




Text copyright © 2019 remains with the authors and for the collection with ATF Theology. All rights reserved. Except for any fair dealing permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of the publication may be reproduced by any means without prior permission. Inquiries should be made in the first instance with the publisher.


A Forum for Theology in the World


Volume 6, Issue 2, 2019


A Forum for Theology in the World is an academic refereed journal aimed at engaging with issues in the contemporary world, a world which is pluralist and ecumenical in nature. The journal reflects this pluralism and ecumenism. Each edition is theme specific and has its own editor responsible for the production. The journal aims to elicit and encourage dialogue on topics and issues in contemporary society and within a variety of religious traditions. The Editor in Chief welcomes submissions of manuscripts, collections of articles, for review from individuals or institutions, which may be from seminars or conferences or written specifically for the journal. An internal peer review is expected before submitting the manuscript. It is the expectation of the publisher that, once a manuscript has been accepted for publication, it will be submitted according to the house style to be found at the back of this volume. All submissions to the Editor in Chief are to be sent to: hdregan@atf.org.au.


Each edition is available as a journal subscription, or as a book in print, pdf or epub, through the ATF Press web site — www.atfpress.com. Journal subscriptions are also available through EBSCO and other library suppliers.


Editor in Chief


Hilary Regan, ATF Press


A Forum for Theology in the World is published by ATF Theology and imprint of ATF (Australia) Ltd (ABN 90 116 359 963) and is published twice or three times a year.


ISBN:  978-1-925612-25-7 soft


978-1-925612-26-4 hard


978-1-925612-27-1 epub


978-1-925612-28-8 pdf


[image: cpy]


ATF Press


PO Box 504


Hindmarsh SA 5007


Australia


www.atfpress.com





Introduction


 


Sufism has had, at times, a difficult history in Islam and also within Western culture. Since the beginning of the religious tradition begun by the Prophet Muhammad, Sufism has been misunderstood even within Islam itself. It is considered by many that with the martyrdom of al-Hallâj, one of the most important personalities of the history of Sufism, murdered in 922, the separation, or the break, between Sufism and a more orthodox form of Islam started. Since that time, there is an interpretation that has read the history of Sufism as a form of unofficial Islam, or even—and this is much worse—an heterodox form of Islam. There is within the history of Islam, many preachers, doctors of law and theologians who have criticised Sufism for a variety reasons. For many, Sufism is an esoteric interpretation of the Qur’an and the message of the Prophet. Thus, estorericism is grounded in the idea that the Prophet Muhammad had transmitted in some occult manner a more profound message to a small number of disciples; the ‘chosen’ so to speak. Because of the possibility of an esoteric interpretation, Sufism has developed a sense of ‘election’ and since then, the existence of an ‘élite’, a level upper level, above the masses, to whom the official message was revealed. Above this élite, there was even an ‘élite of the élite’, a small number of people who understood things in an even more profound manner.


The existence of an ‘élite’ who had received a special authority to learn the spiritual interpretation of the Qur’an could not be appreciated by other official theologians, doctors of law or more orthodox interpreters. Sufism is thus at the origin of a spiritual lineage that sometimes can be understood as a parallel way of the religious authority which does not really exist in more mainstream dimensions of Islam. These two points: the existence of a special and a more profound message revealed just to an ‘élite’, and the spiritual authority of this ‘élite’, are also accompanied by a special doctrine. Among sections of this doctrine, there is one point which has been raised in the history of Sufism and Islam.


Since al-Hallâj, the most problematic point is the idea that there is no other real existence than of God Himself. The true and real being is just God Himself. The creatures of the God creator are nothing other than some reflections of the divinity. This doctrine is explained in a very extended way by the mystical Philosopher Ibn ‘Arabî (d 1240) in his numerous writings. He did not give a real name to this doctrine, but his disciples did: they named it as the unicity of existence (wahdât al-wujûd). God is the only one being and the creatures are just manifestations (tajalliyât) of the divinity. This doctrine is a further interpretation of the fundamental creed of Islam: there is no divinity other than God (lâ ilâh illâ Allâh). The Sufis went much further asserting that there is no being other than God. Eventually, official Islam could have accepted this element as strange as it might sound, but the consequence of such a doctrine is that the creature is nothing. If the creature is just a manifestion as reflection, or even nothing—because God is the only existing One—then the creature is also God.


One tendency in the Sufi tradition is to think that the only real existing being is God’s being. All creatures do not have a status of real being. They are like manifestations, a reflection of God’s being. And if creatures are just ‘manifestations’ of God, without any real metaphysical status, then they are ‘nothing’. But if the only One existing is God and the creatures are nothing, it means that they are in someway God’s manifestation, a manifestation of God.


For this reason, al-Hallâj affirmed that he was the divine reality (anâ al-Hâqq), or translated as ‘I am God’. In one understanding, Hallâj was not so much asserting that he was God, he was simply stating that only God exists. The guardians of the orthodox interpretation could not really accept such ideas from Sufism. A number of theologians, for example Muhammad al-Ghazâlî (d 1111), reintegrated Sufism into a wider treaty of Islamic doctrine. From the eleventh century Sufism has been received another attitude by many Islamic scholars. Even with the intervention of a such important and influent theologian as Ghazâlî, Sufism has continued to raise quite a number doubts among scholars and believers. These doubts and suspicions sometimes became a real persecution in order to purify the Islamic creed and thus to allow condemnation by the Islamic world.


The following five chapters are the result of ten years of research on a particular Sufi order (tarîqa) or way of spiritual life. The history of Sufism can be described in three important historical steps. First, the period of charismatic figures such an al-Hallâj among many others. They gave the pillars of the future Sufi doctrine, they also gave the fundamental elements of the practices such as the dhikr, the repetition of the name of Allâh. These personalities received also some critics and at times an open persecution. Second, from the seventh century to the twelfth century, the time of the birth of Sufism as a doctrine and practices. The third, from the twelfth century on, is the time of the ‘instituionalisation’ of Sufism by the birth of the Sufi orders.


From the very beginning, there were four fundamental Sufi orders and many new branches and under a rule and constitutions, Sufi orders. A Sufi order is not like a Catholic religious order where religious people live together, but a group of disciples who gather around a founder, or the vicar of the founder, the living master. From the beginning Sufism is founded on a chain (a gold chain, silsila) relying on a founder through to the present-day master by a transmission of the spiritual authority (ijazâ).


The case that is presented here is that of the famous so called whirling dervishes doctrines and practices, in a very academic way. The Mevlevîyye—the real name of the Sufi order—is inspired and partially founded by Rûmî, and has become very famous in western languages, but there have not been many academic studies on this topic. The eighth anniversary of the birth of the founder, Mevlânâ Jelâl ed-dîn Rûmî (1209–1273), was the occasion for a number of international conferences and studies in Turkey as well as in the rest of the world. Since then academic works have grown, but in western languages they are very few.


The first chapter in this volume is a study on Rûmî, the great mystic poet of Islam who wrote in Persian, and his Son, Sultân Veled. This is a particular and complex history that details the tensions of the history of Mevlevîs: between the veneration of the founder, the charismatic one, and the institutionalisation by the family more oriented in to preserving and conserving the richness of the founder than pursuing the charisma itself. This is obviously the history of many religious movements which brings the difference between the charisma which began movement and the institutionalization over time. Nevertheless, for the whirling dervishes—the poor translation of mevlevîs—shows a tension between the charisma and the institution, the love and the discipline, the mysticism and the practice.


The second chapter analyses the most important practice of the all Sufis, the dhikr, the repetiton of the name of Allâh. The whirling dervishes practiced the dhikr, and not just the dance (semâ’), the very famous and spectacular codified ritual of a whirling dance. The chapter explains that dhikr is primordial in the mevlevîyye. That is, without understanding the role of the dhikr in mevlevî daily life, the semâ’ is not understandable. The dhikr is compared by one of the most significant mevlevî, Ismaîl Ankaravî (d 1631) to the castle of God, meaning a religious practice that protects people performing it. This affirmation has also permitted the study to establish some interesting comparisons with Christian mysticism, especially that of Therese of Avila and her ‘inner castle’.


The seventeenth Ottoman century is the time of the organisation of a campaign against Sufis and their practices. Sufism was considered so related to the devil that they were held responsible of the military decline of the Ottoman Empire. In my view it is the avant-première of the Wahhabism doctrine’s organisation in the eighteenth Arabian peninsula’s time. The Ottoman Sultan was so influenced by the movement called the Qâdîzâdelî (the sons of the judge), that he was obliged to condemn the semâ’ practice. It was 1666, and the chronicles say that during this year the ban of the semâ’ became official, even if after just one year from then that the Sufis, and especially the Mevlevîs found the way to again perform their mystical dance.


Mevlevîs have had a fertile history in literary, religious thought and musical production. That is why, we can still find and try to configure a mevlevî library. Thanks to the living collection, and to the existing academic writings, it is possible to analyse a ‘hypothetical’ mevlevî library at the end of the Ottoman Empire or at the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth century. The founder of the modern Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (d 1938), banned in a General Assembly, (held in 1925,) all the Sufi orders and also confiscated all their buildings and proprieties. Since that time, by painstaking study, it the references whirling dervishes library has been reconstituted, in order to understand the nature and extent of such a ‘culture’, principally because the mevlevî is a culture and not just semâ’ practice or mystical writings or poems.


The fifth chapter is an inquiry into the profound doctrine of love of Rûmî and his commentator Ismaîl Ankaravî. Rûmî was and is still known as the founder of the Sufi path of love, or even the religion of love. In his many poems, he speaks of the religion of love. Sometimes, in the history of the interpretation of Rûmî’s works and thought it has been opposed to Ibn ‘Arabî’s thought. Rûmî’s works are affective and love oriented, while Ibn ‘Arabî’s are oriented to the oneness and a more intellectual approach. Instead of being in opposition, both are in some way, they are two different languages or thought paths, and not just because Rûmî wrote in Persian and Ibn ‘Arabî in Arabic. Rûmî is a great mystic because of his sense of infinite love, that is without any limit as God Himself has no limit. This interpretation of love by Rûmî lets the reader consider effectively Islam as a religion of love and not just of the law. In Sufim there is the possibility to establish a meaning of eternal love and to link it to God. Rûmî is an Islamic scholar, before being a Sufi. He knew very well the classical doctrine and even if he moved on from a classical interpretation, he remained anchored to Muhammad and his message.


The five chapters offer a possibility to know Rûmî and his Sufi order, Mevlevîyye, in a more academic way, one which is open to a mystical doctrine. By re-reading elements of the history of the whirling dervishes, especially in the dimension of the mystical practices and their impact, it allows the possibility to consider Islam as an official, classic and orthodox religion and on the other hand as an unofficial, modern and heterodox religion.


Along the way, in all of this, the reader can make comparisons with Christian theology, practices and spirituality, and this interface and connection is important for the aim of this journal.


I wish to acknowledge and thank Hilary Regan and ATF Press Publishing Group for making this collection possible and making these papers accessible to a wider English speaking audience in this edition of A Forum for Theology in the World.
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‘The Son is the Secret of the Father’ Rûmî, Sultân Veled and the Strategy of Family Feelings


 


The relation between the great Master Rûmî (d 1273),1 the founder or—in some other worlds—the inspirer of the Mevleviye sufi Order, and his son Sultân Veled (d 1312) is an enormous field for penetrating the family’s sainthood. The familiar history of Rûmî could represent to itself a vast topic for more than a paper, probably a deep study. Regarding to the posterity of Rûmî, the family’s relations could ben resume like this: Sultân Veled, or more exactly Bahâ’ al-Dîn Veled is the first son of the marriage of Rûmî with Gawhar Khâtûn, the daughter of Sharaf al-dîn, Lâlâ of Samarqand. The second son from the same wife was ‘Alâ al-Dîn. After the death of Gawhar Khâtûn, Rûmî got married again, this time with Kirâ Khâtûn—herself a widow—who survived to Rûmî ninenteen years, leaving two other kids to the posterity, one of her first relation.2 It is a matter of fact that exist many documents related with the early history of the Mevleviye, the mystical order inspired by Rûmî and organized by his son. The information held in the hagiographical life of Rûmî and the early history of the order are a vast field where emerge the image of Sultan’s Valad’s father and mostly the spiritual relation between them. The material is different in his approach and his intention: the difference that exists between the Manaqib al-‘arifin of Shams al-dîn Ahmad Aflâkî and the Valad-nâme, Veled’s one work, is quite evident for the historians, but maybe less for the reader who is trying to learn a spiritual lesson and the treatise of Sipehsâlâr.


The present paper is an enquiring of the first hand hagiographical material on the relation between Rûmî and his son Sultan Valad, and how this relation has been transmitted by the ottoman—mostly mevlevî—historiography. As a matter of fact, the family of Rûmî, the Çelebi, even if their origin is difficult to classify, is a family who spread out its spiritual and civil power firstly at the time of the Principalities and, only afterwards in the Ottoman Empire. They became in a certain way an Ottoman family, in spite of their origin, and a kind of spiritual pendant of the Empire household. Ekrem Işın, in an interesting paper which is more an analysis than a collection of information, asserted that in one way the Çelebi was the spiritual correspondent of the Ottoman household, but in another way, they were—for a long time—associated to the Principalities’ power, and in this perspective, they were a part of a rival power. One of the sure indications is the fact the Mevleviye reached Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, only after few decades from the Turkish conquest of the Byzantine Empire capital.3 The origin as well the relation with the political power of the Rûmî’ family could not been underestimated the Ottomans.


The present goal is the image of a father and his son—both mystics—as depicted by the Ottoman sources related with the Order’s history. How the ottoman material has granted a transmission of a very deeply relation? Has the first image as depicted by the Persian sources been conserved by the follow ottoman authors?


After a presentation of some hagiographical materials, the analysis will be oriented to the evolution from the first image of the Sultan Veled related with his father, to the following representations.



The Persian sources of a family’s souvenirs



The first history of the family of Rûmî is recorded especially in the Manaqib al-‘arifîn of Shams al-Dîn Ahmed Aflâkî (m 1360),4 but before it, the same Sultân Veled wrote the beginnings of the Mevlevîyye or, in his own words, the book of the son (Valadnâme). Both works, written in Farsi, are extremely important for the whirling dervishes’ historiography as well for the relation between Rûmî and his son.


Speros Vryonis wrote, in 1993, a paper about the importance of the Manaqib al-‘arifîn as a precious document for the cultural history of the Rûmî’s time. He affirmed that ‘Though Eflaki’s work is hagiographical through and through, it is also an important and very interesting cultural document. Scholars have long been aware of this but have used it peripherally, preferring the important chronicles, waqfnames, and rich inscriptional materials’.5 Vryonis inscribes his work in his research on the Anatolian culture in the Aflâkî’s eyes. His article is on the situation of a Muslim family, that of Rûmî himself, but doesn’t deal with the image of the relation between the father and Sultân Veled.


Muhammad Bahâ ad-Dîn Sultân Veled, the son of the Great Master is the third successor of the sufi order, the heir of the spirit of Rûmî, the one who follows the same path of the father. Son of Rûmî and of his second wife, Gowhar Khatun (m before 1229), Sultân Veled received the name of the ‘son of the Sultân’, because of his grandfather, the Sultân of the Ulama, and because of his mother who was one of the Princess of the Kharezm. In any case, the Aflâkî’s work offers many interesting stimuli for going ahead in the enquiring. In this enormous work, one chapter is entirely devoted to the third khalifa of the tarîqa of the whirling dervishes, Sultân Veled.


Born approximately in 1226, Sultân Veled was about five when his grandfather Bahâ al-Dîn died and he was twenty when he asked his father permission to do a retreat (çelle) for forty days. The hagiography of Aflâkî is rich in details about the tenderness and the relation between the father and the son, that stand as a pillar. Just after the birth of Sultân, Aflâkî writes that ‘he continually slept in the arms of Mowlānā’6 and just at the moment where Rûmî wanted to perform the prayer of the night, his son began to cry, so ‘to make Valad calm down Mowlānā abandon the prayers and pick him up in his arms’.7 Aflâkî registers an extremely interesting annotation of this paternal relation, that draws a very deep transmission of the spiritual power and the charisma:




On occasions when he wanted his mother’s milk, Mowlānā placed his own blessed nipple in Valad’s month. By divine command, due to the extreme paternal kindness of: clear milk, tasty to those who drink it, pure milk would flow forth so that Valad would drink his fill (sīr sīr) of that lion (shīr) of higher meaning’s milk (shīr), and go to sleep.8





The extreme paternal kindness is the certain sign that his destiny is to become his successor. At the age of ten, Sultân Valad is worthy to seat alongside his father during his spiritual instructions to his own disciples. Because of his wisdom, people thought that he was the Rûmî’s brother. The spiritual communication is represented sometimes, as view before, in some surprising physical actions: ‘It is said that he constantly put his blessed tongue in his mouth and would lick it. And he would plant kisses on his face and hair.’9 The kiss by lips or in tongue is, especially in the Semitic culture, a tradition. Moses died after the God’s kisses, it means after he received the Spirit of God.10 The life of Sultân Veled seems to be shaped on the life of his father, in the sens that he follows as the best disciples the path of Rûmî. Several passages of the Rûmî’s hagiography by Aflâkî encourage through this interpretation of resembling of each other, like when Rûmî said to his son: ‘Bahā’ al-Dīn, my coming into this world for the sake of your appearance. For all these words of mine are my speech, whereas you are my action.’11 The beloved son is the living speech of the father, the true successor of the familiar heritage. In fact, after this sentence, Aflâkî reports immediately below, the death of Rûmî and, especially, the question of the money collect for building his shrine. By the prayer of the son, Sultân Veled, obtains from the God the Higher, the support for this enterprise that should have immortalize the memory of the father. Again, after this, Aflâkî continues his way to depict the son like the father and, probably, to build up the hagiology of Sultân Veled. This one had, like the father, to perform a retreat of forty days and night, practicing the fast and the spiritual life. At the end: ‘The revered father (vāled) saw the Valad (the son) was immersed in light and had taken on a wondrous appearance. When Valad beheld the blessed face of his father, he lowered his head and embraced his father’s foot and for a long time kissed it and licked it.’12 The relation between the Rûmî and the son is so special that there would be the temptation of a sexual metaphor for describing the union of aims and thoughts. As Mahdi Tourage has pointed out in his work the eroticism is an hermeneutic in the Rûmî’s poetry and, it is not at all surprising, if the same hermeneutic has begun to use by the first time of the hagiography and the mevlevî historiography.13 The humble devotion of the son regarding the father is, as before seen, showed by the action—that is probably a true sufi ritual—of bowing the head till the father’s head and embracing the feet.14 This is the paradoxical humility that links the lowest member of the body, the feet, and the highest part of it, the head. The hermeneutical circle is also represented by this gesture of humility where the highest reaches the lowest, the intelligence bows face to the dust.


Sultân Veled had also a special mission from his father. When Shams al-Dîn Tabrîzî left Konya, because the latter was suspected by the Rûmî’s entourage to corrupt the Great Master, Sultân Veled departed in quest of the mirror of Rûmî. In 1246, Sultân Veled reached Damascus to find his father’s spiritual master. What he did with success and Shams came back to Konya for a second period that will be meet an end some time later.


The aim of the father was as well as to do of his son a disciple of the same master: ‘When Mowlānā made Valad a disciple of Mowlānā Shams al-Dīn-e Tabrīzī—God sanctify their innermost secret—he sad: “My Bahā al-Dīn dies bit eat hashish and never commits sodomy, because in the eyes of God the Generous these two practices are highly uncommendable and blameworthy”.’15 If in a way, this sentence risks to confirm exactly what Rûmî is trying to criticize, it says also his concern of proposing Shams as the model, because this one was the master of the father. The model for everything was the son, in a certain way and according to the hagiographer, resemble to the father.


After the death of Rûmî, the Order was directed by Salah ad-Dîn Zarkubî (d 1258), first, and after the Zarkubî’s death by Husâm ad-Dîn Chalabi (d 1284). When Salâh al-Dîn Zarkûbî, the second spiritual guide of the Great Master, died, Rûmî’s son was thirty-two and when his own father left this world, he was forty-two. At the moment of the death of Hosâm al-Dîn, the disciples of the mystical Way asked to Sultân Veled to be their new guide. At the time, Veled was forty-seven and he felt a heard responsibility and his incapacity to carry on the Order. One night, he received the visit, in a dream, of Husâm al-Dîn who encouraged him to go ahead in the path of the direction of the Way.16 Only after this two prominent personalities, Sultân Veled, in a special humble way, accepted the task to carry on the new mystical way of his father. Aflâkî related also that one day, Rûmî was sitting in the blessed Madrasa of Konya and his sons were sitting on his sides: Sultân Veled on his right and ‘Alâ’ al-Dîn on his left. Suddenly two persons came from the invisible world and, after greeting Rûmî, took Valad by the hand and departed. After a while, the came back to take the Veled’s son and departed. While ‘Alâ al-Dîn was wounded and died, Sultân Veled was left in this world for a reason that his father himself revealed to his disciples: ‘This son is required by human beings for the procreation of Bahā’-e Valad’s progeny-God sanctify his innermost secret!.’17 Aflâkî adds that, after Rûmî’s death, Sultân Veled lived on in tranquillity, writing three spiritual books and one volume of poems and pursues telling that:




He filled the world with divine insights, higher truths and wondrous secrets, and transformed many thick-headed fools into learned knowers of God and effective religious scholars. And he clarified and explained all his father’s words by means of wondrous parables and incomparable similitudes. Indeed, Solṭān Valad was the secret cause of the arrival of this ḥadīth from the Prophet: ‘The son (valad) is the secret of the father’.18





Sultân Veled is thus the secret of Rûmî and in this perspective, his own essence. Following him, the disciples are sure that they are in the right way of the Great Master. Even before his death, Husâm al-Dîn, the second successor in the mevlevî Order, confirmed Veled and supported him with some words that sound like an official sufi investiture, by the uwaysî way. In fact, Husâm al-Dîn, giving his advices to the Veled who was in a state of personal anxiety and sorrow with the perspective to carry on the birthing mevlevî sufi Order, encourage him with his hereafter worldly support:




After my death whenever you are confronted with a task and an important matter and a difficulty and a knot with you cannot deal with, I will come before you in another appearance and present myself to you. I will take on the form of a luminous body and manifest myself in various rays of light so that your difficulties will be resolved and the knots will be undone and you will have need of no one else [. . .] Know that in reality every form which comes before you to give you spiritual guidance is I and none other than I and belongs to no one but me. Likewise, at times I will reveal myself to you in a dream and you will attain your religious and wordly goals through me.19
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