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PREFACE



Sufism is a vibrant spiritual movement within Islam. It has several strands which have developed across centuries and in different parts of the world. Originating in 8th-century Iraq with precedents even earlier in the times of Prophet Muhammad himself, Sufi traditions grew as part of a powerful mystical movement and spread to all corners of the known world. Central to this is the complete, even obsessive, love and devotion for God and to achieve a blissful mystical union with Him. This they called ishq-i haqiqi, true love for God, compared to ishq-i majazi, desire for this-worldly objects of love. They aspired to achieve this through a systematic cultivation of the soul, purifying the lower-self, and dedicating themselves in the service of all the creations of God. Service to humanity was considered the best form of worship. This was done through charitable endeavours, blessings and benediction for which large numbers of people throng to Sufi shrines, mazars and dargahs even today. Many of the visitors and devotees to these places are not Muslims, but they have faith in the spiritual powers of Sufi saints. It is believed by the visitors that the Sufis have achieved nearness to God. This belief prevails even in times when Islam is stigmatized because of terror and violence in its name. This means that the followers understand the distinction between the humanism of Sufi spirituality and brutalities involved in violent political abuses of Islam.


Sufis also adopted spiritual practices which were beyond the juridically recommended Islamic obligations. This would often run them into trouble with the custodians of Islam. Sufis defended themselves as true followers of the path of the Prophet in their complete and unconditional submission to the will of God. They expressed these through their voluminous writings, discourses and powerful poetry. The latter included a systematically developed art form – often blending song, music and dance, which also appealed to popular taste and catered to the need for some music in one’s life. Sufis recognized that only a heartless being will have no sense of music.


Wherever Sufis went they got themselves embedded in local culture and spoke of their love for God in the language the people understood. In the subcontinent, from as early as the eleventh century onwards, they sang and preached in Punjabi in Punjab, Dakani in Deccan, Bengali in Bengal. In the cow-belt of Hindustan, they spoke in Hindi and from the 15th century onwards avoided eating beef in deference to the sentiments of sections of people. They also composed their poetry of love in a genre called premakhyan, the best example of which is Padmavat of Malik Muhammad Jaisi. This latter text was in the news in recent times, as a Hindi film based on it could not handle the intricate entanglements of literature, spirituality and politics in history and the present leading to a caricature of the original poetry. In the charged political atmosphere, looking at Sufi premakhyan texts, cynics may wonder how is it that Sufis wrote such exquisite poetry of love despite being Muslims, especially as the latter are increasingly and erroneously being identified as terrorists or their sympathizers.


The 101 Sufi stories recounted in this collection unravel many dimensions of Islamic spirituality. The touching images of Sufis, their practices and teachings serve as important lessons relevant to our troubled times. The believers simply need to be sincere in their devotion to God and be kind and respectful to all His creations, including human beings, animals and plants. Readers of this book can straightaway move from here to savour the stories from the lives of the Sufis. Those interested in knowing the background and contexts can also read the introduction to the book. An epilogue at the end further summarizes the significance of Sufi anecdotes found in the literatures of Sufis themselves.


I take this opportunity to thank my friends and colleagues who have heard me narrating Sufi anecdotes for nearly three decades now: Deeksha Bhardwaj, Partha Chatterjee, David Curley, Amit Dey, Jack Hawley, Mazhar Hussain, Bharati Jagannathan, Anshu Malhotra, Sanal Mohan, Tilottama Mukherjee, Santosh Rai, Yousuf Saeed, Arupjyoti Saikia, Vipul Singh, and Chitralekha Zutshi.


I am grateful to my publisher friends Mimi Choudhury and Prasun Chatterjee who have continuously encouraged me to work on this collection, of Sufi tales meant for the benefits to the hearts of the people, through dissonant times, and always. Susanta Ghosh (Susanta Babu), a distinguished academic administrator in Kolkata, has for long been an ardent advocate of the value of my research and writings for understanding Islam in the Indian subcontinent with all its fantastic peculiarities and regional diversities. I present these stories as a gift to him, cherishing memories of times we have spent together.


Raziuddin Aquil


University of Delhi
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AN INTRODUCTION TO SUFISM



Early Sufism


Humanistic Sufi practices have a long history. It has two broad aspects: love for God and service to humanity. These two features are central to a large number of anecdotes, including tales of miracles, narrated in this book. Together these stories reveal that Sufism was not merely an abstract mystical philosophy, but it played crucial social and cultural roles in bringing together a vast diversity of people to shape a society that respected multiplicity, central to which was a loving devotion for God who can be accessed through the mediation of a Sufi saint. Thus, a large number of people flocked to them for blessings and benediction.


Sufism emerged as a significant religious and intellectual movement in Iraq in the latter half of the 9th century CE. Despite oppositions and hostilities over its many complex ideas and doctrines as well as crucial social and political interventions, this path of devotion went on to enjoy a wide following and considerable political clout in Islamic societies through the Middle Ages. The critical early phase of Sufism from the 9th to 12th centuries not only saw its spread to a vast geographical expanse, with regions of Khurasan and Transoxania emerging as major centres of activities, but also witnessed the formulation of Sufi discipline and practices. These comprised the centrality of the love for Allah, following the path of the Prophet, spiritual practices including a blend of music, poetry and dance called sama, miracles and sainthood. This was the period when many forms of Islam – legal schools (mazahib) and sects (firqas) – emerged and there were bitter contestations on the most righteous one which could lead Muslims through the straight path of Allah as guided by Prophet Muhammad. Despite appearing to be withdrawn from the ways of the world, the Sufis too were important participants in much of the debate on what it meant to be a pious Muslim.1


With key figures like, Abu Sa‘id al-Kharraz (died circa 899), Abu’l Husayn al-Nuri (died 907-08) and Abu’l Qasim al-Junayd (died 910), located in Baghdad in the latter half of the 9th century, Sufism grew as a distinct mode of piety. It included meditation for experiential knowledge of God (ma‘rifat) and his unity (tauhid), spiritual experience of the passing away of self-consciousness (fana), maintaining sobriety (sahw), despite extraordinary feelings of being close to God, and showing the way to others through the mystic path (tariqat). Despite occasional setbacks such as the shocking execution of al-Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj in 922, which had more to do with a political intervention that went awry than merely spiritual utterances of heretical nature, Sufis emerged in a big way. They were also going to travel all around the Muslim dominion and beyond.


Large swathes of territories in Iran and Central Asia were already home to a vibrant tradition of mystical thought and practice. Even though the term Sufi was not yet used in distant locations like Khurasan and Transoxania, many features were common to the mystic fraternities of ‘metropolitan’ Baghdad and those of these ‘provincial’ centres. However, by the beginning of the 10th century the term Sufi had begun to be used in all these areas and distinctions and differences of approach were reflected in a perceptive remark of a contemporary observer: ‘Sufism of Khurasan is practice and no talk; Sufism of Baghdad is talk and no practice; Sufism in Basra is talk as well as practice; and Sufism in Egypt is no talk and no practice!’2 It is interesting to see that some stereotypes were already beginning to emerge.


The 10th century saw Baghdad-style Sufism develop firm roots in Khurasan and Transoxania in the east and around this time it possibly spread to Iberia in the west. The process included ‘merger’ and ‘fusion’ between local and regional forms of devotion and configuring of a more ‘cosmopolitan urban’ synthesis, as in the case of the ‘absorption’ of the Path of Blame (Malamatiyya) which was outside the ambit of Islam during initial days, by Sufism.3 The 10th century also witnessed interesting struggles between the ascendancy of Iraqi Sufism and its compromises in the regions. This process eventually led to the formation of communities with distinct spiritual lineages (silsilas), doctrines and practices built around Sufi masters (shaikhs/murshids) and their close disciples (murids) lodged in hospices (khanqahs/ribats). The rise of such tightly-knit communities of Sufis got entangled with the cult of popular saints in Islam. Even though many of their activities were viewed with suspicion by theologians (ulama) and they were attacked by antagonists of different hues, the Sufis, as friends (auliya) of God, came to enjoy an exalted status and became major social and political players through the 11th and 12th centuries.


The Sufi fraternities themselves guarded their activities and articulated their beliefs through a variety of literature, pointing to significant intellectual connections and lineages in the building up of their traditions. The specialized literature highlighted the primacy of the Sufi mode of piety over all other forms of religiosity in early Islam. This corpus drew the normative boundaries of ‘true Sufism’ to distinguish it from ‘fake’, ‘false’ or ‘misguided’ forms of mystical movements. It also served to preserve and propagate the legacy of the early masters and called for solidarity within ‘Sufi communities through shared discourses of theoretical and practical guidance’.4 The vast composition and rapid dispersal of Sufi literature may also be understood in the context of Sufism responding to the questions raised by, and adjusting to the pressures from, not only the rationalist Mu‘tazila and the legitimist Shi‘as, but also the extremely competitive and watchful juridical schools (mazahib) within Sunnite Islam.


Prophetic tradition refers to three dimensions of Islam: islam, iman and ihsan; islam, or submission, was forced by the jurists (muftis and qazis); iman, or faith, was preached by the theologians; and ihsan, the propensity to do beautiful things, was practiced by Sufis, making them appear as the best among the Muslims. This third dimension, ihsan, constituted the heart of religion marked by sincerity, love, virtue, and perfection, qualities which the Sufis aspired for.5


Typically, the Sufis began their quest by shunning all the anxieties of attachment to this world, whether private or public. They called for soul searching, remembrance of God beyond the ritual prayers of the mosques, meditation in solitude and wandering around as dervishes to the Muslim cities and non-Muslim or semi-Islamized hinterlands. At the end of it, they came back with claims of personally experiencing the truth of Islam, of the loving God and the righteousness of the path of the Prophet – strengthening here the position of the Sunnite ulama and the theologians. As religious exemplars, then, the Sufis were supposed to guide the Muslims, ignoring, or tolerating human weaknesses, and also bring non-Muslims to the fold of Islam. Thus, Sufism was a major strand in Islam before it came to the Indian subcontinent.


Coming of Sufism to the Subcontinent


Of the Sufi orders that had emerged, four of them enjoyed considerable importance in medieval and early modern India from the 13th to the end of 18th century. Two of these orders, Chishtis and Suhrawardis, flourished in the Sultanate period, while the other two, Qadiri and Naqshbandi, became significant in the Mughal era. Over time, smaller branches and sub-branches of these spiritual lineages such as Firdausis and Shattaris spread in different regions and localities. To start with, the living Sufi master guided followers or visitors at his hospice, but later the shrines (mazars and dargahs) of Sufis of previous generations became important and grew into places of pilgrimage, eventually carving a whole sacred geography of Sufism at that site, called wilayat. This notion of wilayat involved a lot of struggle and competition for control of territory, followers and resources, as we shall further see below.


What distinguished Sufism from other forms of Islam was its belief that a human soul could achieve union with God, a belief formulated in the doctrine of wahdat-ul-wujud which means unity of existence, or monism as a reality, by the 13th-century Iberian Sufi master Ibn-i-Arabi. This doctrine often brought Sufis into conflict with Islamic orthodoxy represented by Sunni Hanafite ulama or theologians of the Delhi Sultanate.6 The latter believed that God was unique and, therefore, to suggest that a human soul could achieve union with God was to imply that there was no distinction between God and human beings. This was different from the monotheistic notion of unity of God, tauhid, which implied a duality – God and His creations. It is for this reason that Sufis were occasionally attacked and persecuted by the ulama or their followers.


Sufis were also targeted by the ulama for their alleged indifference to formal religious practices such as regular congregational prayers (namaz/ salat), instead focusing on meditations and spiritual exercises which included devotional music, as part of zikr, or remembrance of God. The legitimacy of listening to music, in the form of sama or qawwali, was a major source of confrontation between the ulama and the Sufis. Despite opposition from sections of the ulama, the Sufis’ contribution to the spread of poetry and music have been significant in the Indian milieu. Sufi orders such as the Chishtis used song and dance techniques for concentration and for creating spiritual ecstasy. The Sufis also played a significant role in the growth and development of the vernacular literature such as Bengali, Deccani, Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu, and several others. By contrast, the court culture facilitated the spread and dominance of Persian as the official language of power and government, while the role of Arabic was mostly reduced to theology. Sufi traditions, therefore, contributed greatly to the development of both Indian folk and classical culture.
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