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Preface to the First Edition


Every sort of praise marches on


behind the Light of God.


The praise of forms and persons


is all just gilt and fiction.


Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī1


The aim of the present volume is to trace the rise and development of Persian Sufi spirituality and literature in Islam, focusing upon the first six Muslim centuries (seventh to thirteenth Christian centuries). The essays have been contributed by some of the foremost scholars in the field of Islamic studies and Persian mysticism and cover a wide range of subjects, from literature and poetry to metaphysics and Koranic exegesis—from Sufi institutions and schools to the mysticism of love, the concept of sainthood, contemplation, chivalry, and the origins of the Malāmatī movement. Many great figures among the Sufis of this period have never before been examined within the context of the early development of Sufism, but simply discussed by individual scholars in separate monographs or essays, so that the influences exerted by their personalities upon later Muslim society have been neglected. Extensive discussion is devoted in this collection to the rise of the two Sufi ‘Schools’ of Baghdad and Khurāsān, and to the role played by key personalities among the mystics such as Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī, ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī, Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr, the two Suhrawardīs—Abū’l-Najīb and Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā (Shaykh al-Ishrāq)—as well as Ḥallāj, Anṣārī, Rūzbihān Baqlī, and of course, Rūmī, in the development of Islamic culture during the Classical period. In their totality, the twenty-four studies in this book cover many of the significant achievements of the Muslim intellectual and cultural tradition in history, mysticism, philosophy and poetry—achievements which in themselves demonstrate the high calibre attained by Islamic societies in early times.


The inspiration and devotion of many people animate the spiritual and material form of the present work. First and foremost, we would like to thank Dr. Javad Nurbakhsh, Master of the Nimat-ullahi Sufi Order, for lending his inspiration to the conference on which this collection was based, and for consenting to its inclusion among other KNP publications.


The editor especially wishes to thank all the scholars and specialists who have contributed to this collection. This endeavor is indebted to every one of them, without whom nothing would have been possible. Most of the contributors featured herein first pursued their discussions at a conference organized by the Nimatullahi Research Centre on “Persian Sufism From its Origins to Rumi,” held at The George Washington University from 11th to 13th May, 1992. Initial drafts of most of the essays featured in this book were written as contributions to that conference. In this regard, we are greatly indebted to The George Washington University for furnishing the venue for this conference and, in particular, to Prof. Seyyed Hossein Nasr for his prolonged exertions in helping to convene it. Our grat itude likewise extends to Lu A. Kleppinger, Director of the George Washington University Conferences and Institutes’ Center, and A. Renee Battle, Conference Coordinator, for their efficiency and en thusiasm in facilitating the realization of the conference.


Special thanks are also due to all those who helped with the con ference organization—most particularly to Phillip Edmundson, Assistant Professor of English in the Department of English as a Foreign Language at The George Washington University. I would also like to thank Dr. Ayman El-Mohandes for his considerable assistance during the conference, and Carol Baldwin for her dedication and professional expertise at conference organization, all of which were indispensable to its convening, and hence, in compilation of this book. We are beholden to Maestro Muḥammad Reza Lotfi, who directed the Nimatullahi Sufi Music Ensemble in a concert of Classical Persian Music on May 11, 1992 at the Lisner Auditorium on the campus of The George Washington University. We would like to thank Mr. Lotfi along with all the other performing artists in the Nimatullahi Music Ensemble for the donation of their time and talent towards making the conference a success. I would like to acknowledge warmly the contribution of Robert Bly to the conference in providing an inspired evening of poetry on May 12,1992, in which he read his translations of the poetry of Rūmī and Ḥāfiẓ accompanied by Hasan Nahid on ney and Mr. Lotfi on tar.


The editor is greatly indebted to Elizabeth Leach and Janet Jones for their outstanding devotion in typing much of the original manuscript of the book. I am grateful to Mehmet Yalcin of the Harvard Divinity School for generously donating some of his rare photographs as illustrations to this work. I must also thank Heather Sacco, Terry Graham and Wendy Moulang for their care and diligence in proofreading the final manuscript. I would like to acknowledge my profound gratitude to Dr. Muhammad Isa Waley for his continued encouragement, criticism and advice throughout the editing of the present volume. Two more principle debts I must lastly acknowledge: to my wife Jane for formatting and designing the book and to the readers whose pain and need were the raison d’être of this volume.


Leonard Lewisohn


London, November 1993


 


1. R.A. Nicholson (ed., trans. and comm.), The Mathnawí of Jalálu’ddín Rúmí (London and Leiden 1925-40; repr. London 1982), vol. 2, Bk. III: 2125. “Individuals are praised for qualities which are thought to be their own; but really these qualities are Divine Attributes reflected in them: hence all praise is due, and of necessity is rendered, to God,” wrote R.A. Nicholson in his commentary (ibid., vol. 8, p. 60) upon the above verse from the Mathnawī.




Preface to this Edition


During the six years since the first publication of Classical Persian Sufism: from its Origins to Rumi in 1993, a wealth of monographs have appeared in English reaffirming the key spiritual, literary and cultural role played by Sufism during the period under consideration in this volume (700–1300). Many of these works have been penned by contributors to this volume, treating in detail some of the same historical themes and figures found covered in these pages, and often enlarging on themes originally introduced herein. Prominent among these works are Michael Sells’ Early Islamic Mysti cism: Sufi, Qur’an, Mi’raj, Poetic and Theological Writings (New York 1996), Bernd Radtke and John O’Kane’s The Concept of Sainthood in Early Islamic Mysticism (London 1996), Ravan-Farhadi’s ‘Abdullah Ansari of Heart: An Early Sufi Master (London 1996), Carl Ernst’s The Shambhala Guide to Sufism (London 1997) as well as his Ruzbihan Baqli: Mysticism and the Rhetoric of Sainthood in Persian Sufism (London 1996). An important edited collection devoted to the theme of Recurrent Patterns in Iranian Religions: From Mazdaism to Sufism (Paris 1992) should also be cited in this context.


In addition to the foregoing studies, English translations of a number of key early Persian Sufi works have also appeared in the last decade. Mention should be made of the following: Muhtar Holland’s rendition of ‘Abd al-Qādir Jilāni’s Sufficient Provision for Seekers of the Path of Truth in five volumes (Florida 1995–97), two different translations of Qushayrī’s celebrated Risāla on Sufism (by B.R. Von Schlegell, Berkeley 1990; by Rabia Harris, Chicago 1997), not to mention John O’Kane’s superb translation of Ibn Munawwar’s Asrār al-Tawhīd (as The Secrets of God’s Mystical Oneness, Costa Mesa 1992) which appeared simultaneously with the first edition of this volume.


Despite the abundance of scholarly works which have emerged since this book’s first publication, I am happy to say that there is scarcely anything in the present work which today requires modification. Furthermore, it retains a breadth of perspective which be said to underlie the more specialized monographs and studies which have appeared more recently.


The first two volumes of The Heritage of Sufism were originally published in London by Khaniqah-I Nimatullahi Publications (KNP) in a reduced print run. Because of the rapid sales of the first two books in this series, as the third volume (devoted to the late classical period of Persianate Sufism) was in preparation, it was thought appropriate to issue all three together as a three-volume set. Realization of this project, entitled The Heritage of Sufism, spanning an entire millennium (750–1750) of Persianate Sufism, owes much to the goodwill and kind heart of Mr Novin Doostdar, director of Oneworld Publications, and his efficient staff. I am delighted to congratulate the present publishers on their initiative in fostering the temporal continuation of the spiritual life of the Persian Sufis in such an inspiring literary vestiture.


Leonard Lewisohn


London, March 21 (Nawrūz), 1999




Foreword


The Key Features of Sufism in the Early Islamic Period


Dr. Javad Nurbakhsh


A thorough-going examination of the particular characteristics of early Sufism would be a lengthy and time-consuming enterprise—far beyond the scope of a foreword. In what follows I propose to provide a general outline of the development of certain salient concepts in the history of early Sufism, touching on its high points in this period, points that for the most part have been lost today. From its very inception the school of Sufism in Islam was characterized by a stress on certain fundamental spiritual issues. These provide a key to its esoteric doctrines as they unraveled over the course of later centuries, and may be subsumed as follows:


1. THE PRACTICAL AND VISIONARY APPROACH TO THE ‘UNITY OF BEING’


Masters of this early period concentrated on the visionary and practical, versus the purely speculative or theoretical, understanding of the notion of the ‘Unity of Being’.1


Visionary ‘Unity of Being’ implies heart-insight, a faculty of vision known only to ‘possessors-of-heart’, those Sufis who distance themselves from the realm of the ego and the temporal personality by means of divine love, and contemplate God through God’s vision.


Theoretical ‘Unity of Being’, on the other hand, is a philosophy concocted by the ratiocinative reason (‘aql), and as such, belongs to the realm of the ego. Belief in this philosophy is devoid of all spiritual benefit—in fact, it only serves to send a person socially and morally astray, since one may easily misuse this philosophy to justify indulgence in various vices or offensive behavior by claiming that “since all is Unity, anything goes.” Thus, reasonable adherence to this philosophy is suspect, because it actually may lead to moral decay, lowering an individual from the sublime station of humanity.


Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī (d. 672/1273) illustrates this danger in his story of the thief who enters an orchard and steals some apricots. The owner happens to come by at that moment and seizes him. “Are you not afraid of God?” he asks the thief. “Why should I be afraid?” replies the man. “This tree belongs to God, the apricots belong to God and I am God’s servant. God’s servant is but eating God’s property.” At this, the owner orders his servants to fetch a rope and tie the man to the tree. “Here is my answer,” explains the owner as he begins to beat the thief. In response, the thief exclaims, “Are you not afraid of God?” Smiling, the owner replies, “Why should I be afraid? This is God’s stick, the rope belongs to God and you are God’s servant. Thus, I am only beating God’s servant with God’s stick.”


In contrast to the theoretical approach to the Unity of Being, the visionary approach is founded on love and practised solely by those free of self-interest. This school fosters and emphasizes service to society, tolerance of and kindness to one’s fellow human beings, and produces such exemplars of human excellence as Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abï’l-Khayr (d. 440/1049), Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī (d. 426/1034), Bāyazīd Basṭāmī (d. 260/874), Manṣūr Ḥallāj (d. 309/992) and Rūzbihān Baqlī (d. 606/1210).


Whereas theoretical Unity of Being is a matter of talk and conjecture, visionary Unity of Being involves a practical spiritual path in which the Sufi sees all things as one, for his eyes are focused in but one direction. The former is a doctrine taught and learned by the mind; the latter a practice based on direct experience and realization. The former is taught from the classroom’s lecture podium; the latter is gnosis gleaned in the school of revelation and vision. The former increases one’s intellectual awareness; the latter frees one from consciousness of self and brings one to life in God. So when Ḥallāj cried out, “I am the Truth!” he was a flute being played by God’s breath. When Bāyazīd exclaimed, “Glory be to me!”, it was God speaking through him.


2. DIVINE LOVE


As its basic assumption, Sufism teaches that Reality cannot be known by logical or rational methods. God must be approached through love, and only through divine grace and favour may intimacy with Him be attained. From the perspective of the Sufis, as long as ‘you’ remain ‘yourself’, you cannot know God: the greatest veil between you and Reality being ‘yourself’. Only the fire of divine love can burn away this egocentricity. Moreover, such divine love appears spontaneously; it cannot be learned through study.


Divine love may arise in the Sufi in one of two ways: 1) through divine attraction (jadhba) and 2) through wayfaring and methodical progression on the Path (sayr wa sulūk). By ‘attraction’, God’s love arises within the Sufi directly, without intermediary, so that the Sufi forgets everything but God. By the second route, that of wayfaring and methodical progression on the Path, the Sufi becomes devotedly in love with the spiritual master, who then transforms this love into divine love. To present another simile, the Sufi sets out in search of a spiritual master, holding in hand the lantern of the Search for Truth; then the master kindles the flame of his lamp with the breath of his own holy spirit, causing the Sufi to burn with divine love. Ḥāfiẓ (d. 791/1389) alludes to this in the following verse:


In this intense heat which scorches our insane heart


The straw of one hundred dry intellects


would burn up in an instant.


In this context, when Bāyazīd was asked the significance of Sufism, he replied, “It is as if someone had stumbled on a buried treasure in a corner of his heart, and in that treasure trove had uncovered a valuable jewel called ‘love’. Only one who has found this treasure is a Sufi.” In the same vein, Khwāja ‘Abdullāh Anṣārī (d. 481/1089) remarked, “Most people say ‘One’, yet remain attached to a hundred thousand. When Sufis say ‘One’, however, they flee from their very identities.”2 Or, in Abū’l-Ḥusayn Nūrī’s (d. 295/907) words:


Sufis are the wisest of all people. Most people look to God’s bounty, while Sufis look to Him alone, seeking His intimacy. Others are content with His gifts; the Sufis are content only with Him. This is not a task which they accomplished of their own freewill; rather they saw something, their eyes were drawn to it, and everything fell away from them, all their powers reverting to Him. All people pursued and contented themselves with the Qualities, in place of the divine One Qualified; the Sufis sought the Essence and beheld naught but It. The entire world denied the Sufis, the world’s wisest men most vehement in their denial of them—for the ignorant man is impotent and cannot reject anything; it is the ‘wise’ who reject.3


Thus for the Sufi masters, the consequence of divine love is that they become focused in one direction, concentrating on God alone. The following story is an excellent illustration of this attitude:


Sultan Maḥmūd of Ghazna visited the town of Kharaqān to pay his respects to the Sufi master Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī. He pitched his tent nearby and sent an emissary ahead to announce that the King had arrived after traveling a great distance to visit him, requesting that Kharaqānī leave his Khānaqāh and meet him in his tent. If Kharaqānī refused, the emissary was instructed to quote the following verse, “O ye who believe! Obey God, and obey the messenger and those of you who are in authority.”4 The emissary conveyed his message. When Kharaqānī tried to politely excuse himself, the emissary recited the Koranic verse as instructed.


The master replied, “Tell Maḥmūd that I still am so immersed in ‘Obey God’, that I am embarrassed to admit that I have not yet realized ‘Obey the messenger’, let alone, ‘those of you who are in authority’.”5


Rābi‘a’s (d. ca. 180-5/788-92) account of how once she beheld the Prophet in a dream carries essentially the same message:


He asked me if I loved him. “Who doesn’t love you,” I told him, “but my heart is so totally transported with God’s love that no place for love or hate of another remains.”


Another version of this anecdote is given by the Arab author, Zabīdī (d. 602/1205) in the Itḥāf al-sādah al-muttaqīn, who renders it in the following fashion:


Rābi‘a was asked, “How much do you cherish the Prophet of God?”


“Excessively… I love him indeed,” Rābi‘a avowed, “but the Love of the Creator inhibits me from love of His creatures.”6


3. THE CALL TO WORSHIP OF GOD


Masters of the Path call their disciples to God, not to themselves. Their aim is to liberate disciples both from self-worship and the worship of other individuals, and guide them toward worship of God alone, rather than attracting others to themselves for egotistic purposes or through the display of miracles and powers in order to eke out a living for themselves.


In this context, ‘Aṭṭār recounts the story of a man who went to Imam Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765), challenging him to “Show me God.”


“Have you not heard what God said unto Moses, replied Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq, that ‘You shall not see Me’?” [Koran VII: 146]


“Oh yeah, I’ve heard it,” said the man, “but now we live in the community of Muhammad, where one man was known to exclaim, ‘My heart has seen my Lord’ and another cried out, ‘I do not worship a Lord I cannot see.’”


“Bind his limbs and throw him into the Tigris,” ordered Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq. He then commanded the water to carry him under. He sank and rose to the surface again.


“O son of the Prophet of God! Help! Help!” cried the man.


Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq commanded the water to drag him under again. The man then rose to the surface again, repeating his desperate plea for help. Again the master commanded the water to drag him under. Several times this was repeated. At last the man totally despaired of receiving assistance from any created being, and having abandoned hope in human succour he resorted to God, crying, “O Lord! Help! Help!”


“Now draw him forth from the Tigris,” commanded Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq.


They pulled him forth and left him on the shore to rest and recover. When he had recovered his wits, they asked him if he had, when drowning, seen God.


“As long as I relied on aught but God,” he related, “I remained veiled. But once I finally took refuge in Him, in my heart an orifice opened. Therein I gazed and saw the object of my quest. ‘Whenever you are rendered impotent, then supplicate’.”


So Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq commented, “Until you cried out ‘al-Ṣādiq!’ [‘the Truthful’] you were but a liar (kādhib).”7


This idea of total detachment from all but God is similarly emphasized by ‘Aṭṭār in the following story concerning Dhū’l-Nūn al-Miṣrī (d. 246/860):


Dhū’l-Nūn relates as follows.


I was wandering in the mountains when I observed a party of afflicted folk gathered together.


“What befell you?” I asked.


“There is a devotee living in a cell here,” they answered. “Once every year he comes out and breathes on these people and they are all healed. Then he returns to his cell, and does not emerge again until the following year.”


I waited patiently until he came out. I beheld a man pale of cheek, wasted and with sunken eyes. The awe of him caused the mountain to tremble. He looked on the multitude with compassion. Then he raised his eyes to heaven, and breathed several times over the afflicted ones. All were healed.


As he was about to retire to his cell, I seized his skirt.


“For the love of God,” I cried. “You have healed their outward sickness; pray heal my inward sickness!”


Dhū’l-Nūn,” he said, gazing at me, “take your hand from me. The Friend is watching from the zenith of might and majesty. If He sees you clutching at another than Him, He will abandon you to that person, and that person to you, and you will perish at each other’s hands.”


So saying, he withdrew into his cell.8


Again, expounding this same theme of the worship of God above and beyond any created intermediary, ‘Aṭṭār recounts the story of the son of a nobleman who one day stopped in at the assembly of Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr. Upon hearing the master speak, he was so smitten with remorse that he repented of his misguided life and pledged everything he owned to the master, who subjected him to several years of degrading labor. With the passing of time the man had become an object of contempt to the local folk. The master then instructed his own disciples to ignore him as well. Finally, he expelled the man entirely from his assembly of disciples and forbade him to return to his Khānaqāh.


Severed completely from any expectation of society, the disciple took refuge in a mosque, where he flung himself to the earth and cried, “O Lord! You see and you know that no one accepts me. I have no pain but pain for you, and no refuge but in you.” Weeping copiously for a period, suddenly he was vouchsafed the state and given the fortune which he had sought so long.


Back in the Khānaqāh, Abū Sa‘īd told his disciples to go with him to find the man he had expelled. They set out and soon found him, still weeping. When the disciple saw the master, he asked him why he had been subjected to such humiliations. Abū Sa‘īd replied, “Before, you had despaired of all created beings, that is true: but one veil yet remained between you and God—that veil was me. Now we have removed this too. Arise and rejoice.”9


Certain Sufi masters in fact were so rigorous in their emphasis on the call to the worship of God to exclusion of intermediaries, that they insisted that after death their graves remain concealed, thus preventing people from visiting their tombs and hence becoming distracted from God! Hence, we hear from ‘Aṭṭār that “Dāwūd Ṭā’ī instructed his disciples, ‘Bury me behind a wall, so that no one will pass before my face.’ This they did, and so it remains unto today.”10


4. ENGAGEMENT IN A PROFESSION, SHUNNING SLOTH AND UNEMPLOYMENT


The great mystics and masters of the Sufi Path endorsed the necessity of having employment, and themselves engaged in various trades, encouraging their disciples to emulate in deed their industrious example. For example, Sari Saqatṭī (d. 255/871) was a wholesale merchant in the bazaar, Abū’l-Qāsim Junayd (d. 295/910) ran a glass-cutter’s shop and Qushayrī (d. 465/1072) relates of Abū’l-Ḥusayn Nūrī:


Every morning he would set out from his house for his shop, and pick up a few loaves of bread on the way. These he gave away as alms, then went on to the mosque where he performed his prayers until the hour of noon prayers. He would then go and open his shop while still fasting. His fellow merchants supposed he had eaten at home, while his household assumed he ate in the bazaar. For twenty years during his initial years on the Path, he maintained this practice.11


Ibn Khafif tells us that “In my day most masters had a profession whereby they earned their living. I myself learned spinning through which trade I managed to support myself.”12


5. SERVICE TO PEOPLE AND LOVE FOR HUMANITY


The classical Sufi masters essentially strove to foster an attitude of mutual fellowship and service to humanity and to promote the development of positive human qualities among their brethren, and through their own example set themselves to uphold this ideal. Thus Anṣārī recounts:


When Abū ‘Abdullāh Sālimī was asked what the friends of God are known for, he replied, “Subtlety of expression, pleasant dispositions, cheerful countenances, generosity of nature, tolerance, forgiveness of those who beg their pardon, and kindness — regardless of others’ virtue or iniquity—towards all beings.”13


This sentiment of altruistic love is likewise reflected in Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī’s remark:


If only I could die for all mankind so that they would not have to endure death! If only I could atone for all mankind’s sins, so that on the Day of Judgement they would not be called to reckoning. If only I could endure the torments of the life hereafter instead of people, that they be saved from the Inferno.14


The words of Sarī Saqatṭī strike the same note:


“I would that all the sorrow and grief which burdens the hearts of others descend upon my heart, that they be delivered from grief.”15


Sarī also recounted,


It was the feast-day. I saw Ma‘rūf Karkhī collecting date-stones. I asked him the purpose of his occupation.


“I saw a child crying,” he said. “I asked him why he was crying. The boy said: ‘I am an orphan, deprived of mother and father. Today, on the feast-day, other children are given new clothes. Not me. Other children get marbles to play with, but not me’.


“So I am collecting these date-stones to sell,” said Ma‘rūf, “to buy him marbles to play with, that he weep no more.”16


In the same vein, Ibn Munawwar tells us that one day Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr reflected to himself,


I had realized both knowledge (‘ilm), spiritual practice (‘amal), and meditation (murāqaba). I needed to experience being deprived of these things. When I pondered how to achieve such a thing, I realized that the inner reality of this could be found in nothing else except service to the Sufis. So I waited on the Sufis, making it my personal task to clean out their chambers and scrub their lavatories. After doing this assiduously for a time, I became accustomed to it and realized its inner significance. Then I took up begging, becoming a professional mendicant in order to fill the Sufis’ coffers. There came a day, however, that alms were not forthcoming. So I sold my turban, then my shoes and finally, the embroidered lining on my robe for the Sufis. My father chanced to see me bareheaded in my threadbare robe:


“Son!” he said, distressed, “What do you call this?”


I replied, “They call it ‘look at it but don’t ask about it’.”17


It is said that, when asked how many ways there are from creation to God, Abū Sa‘īd replied, “According to one account, there are a thousand ways, according to another, there are as many as there are particles in existence, but the shortest, the best, and the easiest way to God is to bring comfort to someone else.”18


It is in the same context that Rūmī writes:


For God’s pleasure should you do your service;


What care have you whether you bear peoples’


praise or censure?19


Or, in Sa‘dī’s words:


Service to people is the whole of worship:


The worship of God is not done


by rosary beads, robes of piety or prayer carpets.


Sahl al-Tustarī related,


“I was once traveling with Ibrahim ibn Adham, when I fell ill. Whatever he owned he sold in order to cover my expenses. I asked him a favor. He even sold his own donkey to fulfil it. When I recovered, I asked what had become of his donkey. He said he had sold it.


“What then will I ride on?” I asked.


“O brother,” he replied, “mount up on my shoulders.”


So he carried me on his back for three leagues.20


Likewise, ‘Aṭṭār recounts how three men once prayed together in a ruined mosque. When they fell asleep, Ibrāhīm ibn Adham stood by the door until the morning. In the morning the devotees asked him why he had done this. “It was bitterly cold weather,” he explained, “with a freezing wind. So I made myself into a door, that you would suffer less, and the hardship be my portion.”21


6. NOT TAKING OFFENCE AT MALTREATMENT


Well keep the faith, endure blame and rejoice,


For on this path it’s infidelity to take offence.


Ḥāfiẓ


For the Sufis, not taking offence has two aspects:


First of all, being offended is an attribute of self-existence and egocentricity, whereas the Sufi is ‘non-existent’ and ego-less. Thus one who becomes piqued and takes offence is still a ‘somebody’, conscious of his separate self-identity as distinct from God—a person who associates others with God, rather than a Unitarian.


Second, the Sufi is one who has submitted to God and is content with God’s will. Whatever affliction befalls him, or whatever harassment he receives, he considers it sent by God. As the poet says:


Since grief and dolor have come from the Friend,


I delight in this pain; this suffering


is the cause of my awakening.


Not taking offence at maltreatment is the touchstone, the criterion which distinguishes the Sufi from the non-mystic: thus the more profound one’s equanimity when receiving rough treatment, the more selfless, the more ‘Sufi’ one actually is. The following tales concerning some of the early classical Sufi masters: Ibn Khafïf, Abū’l-Ḥasan Būsanjī, Abū ‘Uthmān Ḥīrī22 and Bāyazīd Bistāmī provide ample illustration of this principle:


A traveller once visited Shaykh Ibn Khafif, robed in a black dervish cassock and with a black turban on his head. The Shaykh, noting his strange attire, was inwardly overcome by zealous indignation. Having performed two rak‘ats of prayer, the visitor conveyed his salutations to the Shaykh.


“Brother, what means your black vesture?” demanded the Shaykh.


“These clothes attest to the death of my gods,” said the guest (he meant his ‘lower soul’ [nqfs] and desire). “Have you not heard the verse: ‘Have you ever considered what kind of person it is who makes a deity of his own desires?’ [Koran XXV: 43]”


“Throw this man out!” cried the Shaykh. Ibn Khafïf’s disciples dragged the man outside in disgrace.


“Now bring him back inside,” the master commanded. Forty times he was similarly expelled from and summoned into the assembly. At last the master rose and kissed the brow of his black-robed guest and offered his apologies, saying,


“Indeed, it befits you to wear black, for you withstood forty rounds of disgraceful treatment without becoming once discomposed.”23


* * *


Ibn Khañf received a traveller suffering from diarrhoea. The Shaykh remained sleepless, at the guest’s bedside the entire night, emptying his bedpan. He didn’t catch a wink of sleep that night. At dawn the sick guest cried out, “God damn you! Where are you?”


The master leapt up, fearful of the man’s condition, and approached him with his bedpan.


Later in the morning his disciples approached him. “What sort of guest is this,” they protested, “who uses such abusive language? We have had enough of his obscenity! Our patience is exhausted!”


Ibn Khafïf said, “Oh — all I heard him say was, ‘God bless you’.”24


* * *


Once Abū’l-Ḥasan Būshanjī was travelling in full Sufi regalia. A Turk passed by and punched him. The crowd accosted the Turk and demanded an explanation for his disrespectful behavior.


“Are you not aware who it is you struck? That is Abū’l-Ḥasan Būshanjī, the master of this age?” they said.


Smitten with remorse, the Turk returned and begged the Shaykh’s apologies. Abū’l-Ḥasan dismissed him, “Begone my friend! Forget this matter! I do not regard you as the Agent of this act anyway. The place where it was coming from is never involved in error.”25


* * *


“For forty years,” said Abū ‘Uthmān Ḥīrī, “whatever state God has kept me in I have not resented and to whatever state He has transferred me I have not been angry.”


The following story bears out this assertion. A man who disbelieved in Abū ‘Uthmān sent him an invitation. Abū ‘Uthmān accepted, and got as far as the door of his house. The man then shouted at him.


“Glutton, go home! There is nothing here for you.”


Abū ‘Uthmān went home. He had gone only a little way when the man called out to him.


“Shaykh, come here!”


Abū ‘Uthmān returned.


“You are very eager to eat,” the man taunted him. “There is still less. Be off with you!”


The Shaykh departed. The man summoned him again, and he went back.


“Eat stones, or go home!”


Abū ‘Uthmān went off once more. Thirty times the man summoned him and drove him away. Thirty times the Shaykh came and went, without showing the least discomposure. Then the man fell at his feet in tears and repented, becoming his disciple.


“What a man you are!” he exclaimed. “Thirty times I drove you off in shame, and you showed not the slightest discomposure.”


“That is easy.” Abū ‘Uthmān replied. “Dogs do the same. When you drive them away they go, and when you call them they come, without showing any discomposure. Something at which dogs equal us cannot really be counted anything important. Men’s work is something else.”26


* * *


“Bāyazīd often wandered about amongst the tombs. One night he was returning from the cemetery when a young nobleman approached playing a lute. “God save us,” Bāyazīd exclaimed. The youth lifted the lute and dashed it against Bāyazīd’s head, breaking both his head and the lute.


Bāyazīd returned to his convent and waited till morning. Then he summoned one of his companions. He wrapped the sum of the price of the lute in a cloth, added a piece of sweetmeat, and sent these to the youth.


“Tell the young gentleman,” he said to his companion, “that Bāyazïd asks his pardon. Say to him, ‘Last night you struck me with that lute and it broke. Accept this money in compensation, and buy another. The sweetmeat is to remove from your heart the sorrow over the lute’s being broken.’”


When the young nobleman realized what he had done, he came to Bāyazïd and apologized. He fell at the Shaykh’s feet and repented.”27


Ibn Khafîf recounts the following anecdote about Abū ‘All Rud-barī’s (d. 323/934) remarkable forbearance under harassment:


One day a reception to entertain all the Sufi Shaykhs in Mecca was held, wherein all of them were present. Among them was a dervish from Khurāsān unknown to Abū ‘Alī. When the dinner-cloth was laid out, Abū ‘Alī arose, and as was the custom of the Sufis, took a pitcher of water and passed among the guests, serving each of the eminent masters, joking and exchanging pleasantries with all of them. Just as he behaved with cheer and conviviality with the masters, so he approached the stranger, when, to the astonishment of the gathered guests, the dervish snatched the pitcher from him and smashed it over his head, breaking his head and drawing blood. The disciples of Abū ‘Alī rose to strike the dervish.


Abū Alī said, “Allah! Allah! Do not hurt him. Do not ruffle his temper.”


At this, the dervish was disconcerted and abashed at his own behavior.


Seeing the dervish had been put to shame, Abū Alī said, “O brother! Forget it! I was feeling quite feverish and wished to draw off a little blood to relieve this bad fever until you struck me. Now, without recourse to bloodletting or getting myself a cupping-glass, I have gotten rid of the fever altogether, for a good amount of blood has been let out already!”


So saying, he continued his light-hearted repartee with the dervish, putting him in a good humor, until the dervish had forgotten his sense of shame and had regained his former cheer and joviality.28


Bāyazïd’s forbearance in face of affliction is the subject of Sa‘dī’s famous verses in the Būstān:
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A bowl of ashes is poured over the head of Bāyazīd Bisṭāmī as he emerges from the baths. From the Būstān of Sa‘dī; Mughal period, ca. 1039/1629. British Library, MS. Add. 27262, folio 67v.


I’ve heard that once, before dawn, on a feast-day,


From a bathhouse there emerged Bāyazīd;


All unaware, a pan of ashes


Was poured from a mansion down onto his head,


At which he said, turban and hair dishevelled,


And rubbing his palms in gratitude upon his face:


‘My soul! I’m fit for the Fire —


Shall I, then, look askance at ashes?’29


7. SPIRITUAL CHIVALRY


Spiritual chivalry30 has a very special significance for the Sufis. They understand it to mean the performance of altruistic service to others while remaining free of any self-consciousness with respect to the value of that service. Many Sufi masters have spoken about such chivalry.


Abū Ḥafṣ Ḥaddād has said, “Chivalry means being fair to others, while not expecting fairness in return.”31


Junayd remarked, “Chivalry occurs without any awareness of the act of being chivalrous. One who performs such an act never says, ‘I did this’.”32


When Kharaqānï was asked about chivalry, he replied, “Were God to bestow a thousand bounties upon your brother and only one upon you, you would nevertheless give that one bounty to your brother as well.”33


8. RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE


The classical Sufi masters extended their respect to the followers of all other religions, rejecting sectarian infighting, fanaticism, bigotry and the persecution of others in the name of religion.


In this respect, Kharaqāni reflected, “I do not reckon anyone to be spiritually realized if he still permits his heart to discriminate in thought between so-called ‘gospel truth’ (ḥaqq) and ‘credal error’ (bāṭil).” Maghribī (d. 810/1408) later expressed this idea in verse:


An eye which sees the Truth


For lies has no sight at all:


For all ‘untruth’ that is conceived


Or what is perceived as lies, mendacity


Lies in the eyes, themselves deceived,


The viewpoint of men without veracity.34


The following story also illustrates the attitude of religious tolerance maintained by the classical Persian Sufis:


Once a group of Sufis set out to visit Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī. Among them was a Christian posing as a Sufi. When they reached Kharaqān, Abū’l-Ḥasan rose and insisted on serving them individually with his own hands. He was especially kind and considerate towards the Christian. One day he suggested that his guests go the public baths. While his other guests were delighted at this idea, the Christian became apprehensive: What would he do with his cincture?35 While he was preoccupied with this thought, Abū’l-Ḥasan summoned him aside and whispered in his ear, “While you bathe, you may leave your cincture with us: my servants can be trusted to keep your secret, I assure you.”


When he returned from the bath, the master pulled him aside in confidence and quietly gave him back his cincture.


* * *


‘Abdullāh ibn Ṭāhir Azdī said, “I had a dispute with a Jew in the bazaar and in the heat of our debate, called him a dog.


‘At that moment Husayn ibn Manṣūr [Ḥallāj] passed by and overhearing me, looked at me in rage and said, ‘Stop your own dog from barking!’ He passed on in fury.


“When I had freed myself from this disputation, I sought out Hallāj. He turned away and refused to face me when he saw me. I begged his forgiveness until I regained his goodwill.”36


9. INDEPENDENCE, CHARITY AND DETACHMENT FROM THE WORLD


Among the distinctive qualities exhibited by Sufi masters, especially those of the early period, one should also include: independence (istighnā), charity (īthār) and detachment from worldly interests and concerns. Selflessly committed to the service of others, these Sufi masters possessed nothing and generously gave away to other Sufis and to the poor whatever came to them, showing no concern for the possession of financial means, estates or landed properties.


Even if a Sufi lacked adequate means, he would not hesitate to sacrifice robe and turban to relieve another’s material hardship. From the depths of personal material deprivation they thus realized the meaning of spiritual ‘needlessness’ — indicating the spiritual station of ‘independence’ by their severance of all ties with temporal being and their utter unworldliness and lack of selfishness.


The classical masters detached their hearts from everything but the Absolute Truth and, just as dispassionate detachment (tajrīd) characterized their outward relations to society, so in their inner life they were completely unaffected by illusions of phenomenal being. Standing on the threshold of Absolute Being they knocked on the door of Non-Existence, beholding Being in non-being.


10. KINDNESS TO ANIMALS


Beholding all beings as creatures of God, the classical Sufi Shaykhs likewise extended their affection and compassion to animals. ‘Aṭṭār relates that


Ma‘rūf Karkhī had an uncle who was mayor of the city. One day, he was passing by some wasteland when he observed Ma‘rūf sitting there eating bread. Before him was a dog, and Ma‘rūf was putting one morsel in his own mouth and then one in the dog’s.


“Are you not ashamed to eat with a dog?” cried his uncle.


“It is out of shame that I am giving bread to him,” replied Ma‘rūf.37


In the following story related by ‘Aṭṭār the special relationship of Manṣūr Hallāj to dogs38 is represented:


One day, Shaykh ‘Abdullāh Turughbādī, of the city of Ṭūs, had spread his tablecloth and was breaking bread with his disciples, when Manṣūr Ḥallāj arrived from the city of Qashmir, dressed in a black qabā and holding two black dogs on a leash. The Shaykh said to his disciples: “A young man arrayed in this way is going to come; get up all of you, and go out to him, for he does great things.”


And they went out to this man and brought him back with them. The Shaykh, as soon as he saw him, yielded his place to him; [Ḥallāj] took it, brought his dogs to the table close to him… The Shaykh looked at him. He ate bread, and gave some to his dogs, which shocked the disciples. Only when he was leaving did the Shaykh get up to say good-bye to him.


Upon the Shaykh’s return, his disciples said to him: “Why do you let such a man who eats with his dogs sit in your place, a passerby whose presence here renders our entire meal impure?” “These dogs, responded the Shaykh, were his self (nafs); they stayed outside him, and walked behind him, while our dogs remain inside ourselves, and we follow behind them… This is the difference between the one who follows his dogs and the one whom his dogs follow. His dogs are outside, and you can see them; yours are hidden. His state is a thousand times superior to yours. He desires to be in the creative will of God, whether there be a dog there or not, he wants to direct his act toward God.”39


* * *


On the way back from Mecca, relates ‘Aṭṭār,


Bāyazīd stopped off in Hamadān, where he bought some saffron seeds. He put these into the pockets of his cassock and brought them back to Bistām. On his return, he emptied out his pockets, and found therein an ant. “I have displaced the poor creature from his native habitat,” he reflected. So he rose and returned to Hamadān with the ant and deposited it in the same place he had bought the seeds.


None shall attain such a degree in ‘the realm of compassion to created beings’ until he has realized to its farthest extent the station of giving ‘reverence to God’s command’.40


11. ACCENTUATION OF THE INTERIOR DIMENSION OF THE SHARI‘Ā OVER THE EXTERIOR


Through both oral discourse and poetic and prose composition the classical Sufi masters attempted—whether by direct statement or symbolic allusion—to enlighten their audiences concerning the transformai Reality of the Sharī‘a. Their sayings and writings must be viewed as a kind of passage from the outer kernel of formal liturgies found in the Islamic religious Law, to the inner core of truth-worship therein. Although the vast number of sayings dedicated to this theme of ‘transcending the fetishes of religious formalism’ can hardly be covered in this brief discussion, the selections provided below suffice to illustrate the profundity of their views:


Pilgrimage (hail)


Regarding the rite of Pilgrimage in Islam (the visit made, at least once in a lifetime, by Muslims to the Ka‘ba in Mecca), the classical masters attempted to direct attention away from idolatrous concentration on the ‘House of the Lord’ – the Ka‘ba in Mecca – to the ‘Lord of the House’. In this respect, Muhammad ibn Faḍl Balkhï remarked, “It amazes me that these people take the trouble to traverse deserts to reach God’s House and see the relics of His Prophet, yet do not attempt to suppress their own passions and sensual desires (nafs wa hawā) so as to reach the heart and contemplate God’s Signs therein.”41


Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr used to direct all his disciples who wished to make the Pilgrimage to visit the grave of his master, Abu Fadl, instead, telling them to circumambulate his tombstone until their goal was attained.”42


Once Kharaqānī asked a man where he was going and the man replied, “To the Ḥijāz on pilgrimage.”


“Why?” Kharaqānī asked.


“I go there to seek God.”


The master retorted, “Where then is the God of Khurāsan, that you must journey to the Ḥijāz?”43


Once Shiblï was seen running with a burning brand in hand. Asked his destination, he replied, “To the Ka‘ba, to set it afire, so people, instead of worshipping the House of God, make the God of the House the focus of their devotion.44


It is reported that, while performing the pilgrimage to Mecca, Rābi‘a remarked, “Here is the House (Ka‘ba) which is idolized upon the earth, whereas God neither enters it nor leaves it.”45


Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī said, “I abstained from all but God. Then, when I summoned my self, heard God reply instead. I realized that I had transcended created being. So I cried out, ‘O God, here I am! O God, at Your service!’46 made my ablutions, donned the pilgrim’s garments and performed the rites of pilgrimage by circumambulating God’s Unity. The Ka‘ba then circumambulated me, hymning my praises, while the angels extolled and lauded me.”47


Kharaqānī atlso said, “Some people circumambulate the Ka‘ba, some the Sacred Mosque in the heavens, and some the Divine Throne, but the companions of chivalry (jawānmardān) circumambulate God’s Unity.”48


Once Kharaqānī even remarked to Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr, “May they keep you from going to Mecca, for you are too precious to go there. May they bring the Ka‘ba to you, to circumambulate you!”49


This interiorized vision of pilgrimage animated and inspired much later Persian Sufi poetry. Thus the poet Kamāl Khujandī (d. 803/1400) wrote:
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Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī holding a snake in each hand while riding a panther. From the Kulliyyāt of Sa‘dī. Shiraz, Safavid period, 974/1566. Add. 24944 folio 9a. (Courtesy of the British Library).


The ‘Arafāt of lovers is at the head of the Beloved’s lane;


It would be shameful for me to leave this door to circle the Ka‘ba.50


Heaven and Hell


Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqāni said, “I’m not telling you that heaven and hell do not exist, but I do say neither heaven or hell have any place around me, for they are both created things and in my sphere and place, no place exists for any temporal created being.”51


Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr said, “Wherever the delusion of your ego appears, that is hell. Wherever you are not, that is heaven.”52


The Koran


Kharaqāni said, “I have seen people who devote themselves to exegesis and interpretation of the Koran; the companions of chivalry devote themselves to self-exegesis.”53


Asceticism (zuhd)


Aḥmad Ḥarb sent Bāyazid a prayer rug with the message: “Spread this under your feet when you pray at night.” Bāyazid sent it back to him.


“Send me a pillow stuffed with the asceticism of both this world and the next, that I may place it under my head and sleep soundly,” he demanded.54


Supplication (dū‘ā)


“Pray for me,” someone entreated Mimshād Dmawarī.


“Go, seek the quarter of God, that you be independent of


Mimshād’s supplication,” replied the Shaykh.


“Where is God’s quarter?” queried the man.


“Wherever ‘you’ are naught,” he replied.55


* * *


‘Abdullāh Anṣārī declared, “The creed (madhhab) of the Sufis does not permit supplication, for they believe in eternal pre-ordain-ment, that is to say: all that was will be.”56


The Mosque


“Are there Men of God to be found in mosques?” Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr was asked. “Yes,” he replied, “but they can also be found in taverns (kharābāt).”57


The Direction of Prayer (qibla)


Kharaqānī said, “The qibla, for the companions of chivalry, is God, for ‘Wherever you turn, there is the face of God’.” [Koran II 109].58


Ritual Prayer (namāz)


When Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abï’l-Khayr was asked where one should put one’s hands when performing one’s daily prayers, he replied, “Place your hands upon your heart and set your heart upon God, may He be glorified.”59


He also said, “Ritual prayer and fasting are the work of devotees (‘ābidān); removing blemishes and defects from the heart is the work of Men [i.e. realized human beings].”


Enjoining Righteousness; Dissuading from Evil (amr bi’l-ma’rūf wa nahy az munkar)


When Bāyazīd was asked about ‘enjoining righteousness’ and ‘dissuasion from evil’, he replied, “Inhabit a realm wherein these two are not to be found, for both of these pertain to the realm of created being. On the plane of divine Unity, neither enjoining righteousness nor dissuading from evil exist.”60


Divine Chastisement (‘adhāb)


In order to expound the Sufi vision of God’s wrath and chastisement, I will conclude my remarks with the following quatrain:


O God! You said You would subject me to torment.


I wonder how will You undertake this?


Wherever You are there can be no torment


And where is the place where You are not?


* * *


In conclusion, on behalf of Khaniqahi Nimatullahi Publications, I would like to thank all the contributors to this volume for gracing it with the results of their valuable research, thus keeping alight the flame of divine love and humane spirituality in the Fire Temple of Persian Sufism.


Translated from Persian by


L. Lewisohn
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The Mausoleum of Bāyazīd Bisṭāmī. Photo by Asad Behroozan
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I


The Rise and Development of Persian Sufism


Seyyed Hossein Nasr


Although the focus of this volume of essays is on the history of Persian Sufism up until the late thirteenth century, the ‘Age of Rūmī’ (d. 672/1273), let me begin with a poem by the greatest of all Sufi poets who is, for that matter, the greatest of all poets in the Persian language: the spiritual friend of Rūmī, Ḥāfiẓ:


The fortune for which none need worry for its decline,


Listen, do not belabor yourself—that is the fortune of the Sufis.


From one shore to the other stand the armies of oppression,


Yet from pre-eternity to post-eternity


lies the opportunity of the Sufis.


Although we have from pre-eternity to post-eternity, the constraints of the present essay provide me only a short space to accomplish a very difficult task. This task was set upon me during a visit with my friend Dr. Javad Nurbakhsh in the Khānaqāh of the Nimatullāhī Sufi Order, of which he is the present master, in 1991 in London, England. At that time it was put upon my shoulders to devise the format and structure of this volume and also to try to summarize the whole scope of its contents in an introduction. Dr. Nurbakhsh chose the easy part of dealing with matters of the heart, and cast the more difficult philosophical issues on my shoulders.


The contributors to this volume have dealt with issues both spiritual and intellectual, combining both the theoretical and practical aspects of Sufism. My attempt here will be to summarize the rise and development of Persian Sufism and provide a taste of the vast riches of the history and literature of this period. I think it is very important to state that this volume was devised from the very beginning not as merely a dry academic book, but as one which would deal with Sufism from within.


One matter of extreme importance as far as the Sufi tradition itself is concerned should first be mentioned here. That is, the rise of Persian Sufism did not come about in any way except through the blessings given to the Persian people through the revelation of the Koran and by grace of the inner being of the Prophet Muḥammad. Persian Sufism may be compared to a vast tree with roots and branches extending all the way from Albania to Malaysia, and casting its shadow upon all the lands in between. However, the ground from which this tree grew was the soil of Persia. While it is one of the greatest glories of Persian culture and civilization to have been able to produce this tree from the land of its own people, and for the heart and soul of Iranian nation to have nurtured this tree—its seed came from heaven, from the divine descent of the Koranic revelation. No serious Sufi would ever say anything else, for to reduce Sufism to the genius of a people is to make it something purely human. And if it is purely human it cannot enable us to transcend the human.


If we were to expound upon all the great glories—cultural, philosophical and of course, most of all, spiritual—of Sufism in its Persianate milieu we must recollect the origins of Sufism. It is not accidental that all the Persian Sufi Orders—like all the other Sufi Orders, Arab, Turkish and otherwise—trace the origin of their silsila, or initiatic chain, to the Prophet, and (in the case of Persia) in addition, to the half-mythical figure of ‘Salmān the Persian’ (Salmān-i Fārsī), the famous Persian companion of the Prophet. The latter personage is the link which relates not only Persian Islam but especially Persian Sufism to the Prophet and his household.


From the early centuries practically all the important developments in Sufism’s early history are geographically related to greater Persia. Although the precise territory in which these developments occurred is not confined to the borders of the present-day Iran, but includes more precisely the land of Mesopotamia, from the third/ninth century onwards, many if not most of the great figures of Sufism were of Persian stock. This phenomenon is discussed in some detail by Prof. Mahdavi-Damghani below (pp. 33-57).


By the third/ninth century one finds the co-temporaneous development of two parallel and contending schools of Sufism, which have come to be known today as the schools of Khurāsān and Baghdad.1 However, this was not really a ‘contention’ between the Arab and Persian expressions of Sufism, for—aside from Ḥasan al-Baṣra (d. 110/728) and Rābi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (d. ca 180-85/796-801), the great woman saint from Baṣra—most of the important figures of Baghdadian Sufism were in fact of Persian origin. These included Abū’l-Qāsim al-Junayd (d. 298/910), Abū’l-Ḥusayn al-Nūrī (d. 295/908), and Abū Bakr al-Shiblī (d. 334/945). Of course, Manṣūr Hallāj, the most famous of the Baghdadian Sufis in the west, was born in the province of Fars in southern Persia. Rather, the ‘contention’ between these two schools, if it exists at all, runs on intellectual and spiritual rather than ethnic lines: the school of Khurāsān being more associated with so-called sukr or intoxication, and the school of Baghdad being associated with ṣaḥw or sobriety.


At this juncture it may be useful to briefly summarize all the various literary manifestations and spiritual motifs which characterized early Persian Sufism. Without pretending to be exhaustive, there are respectively some dozen important aspects in the early development of Sufism within the cradle of Islamic civilization which I shall attempt to enumerate. These are as follows: the literature of ecstatic sayings, ethics, Sufi manuals of practice, Sufi Koranic commentary, doctrinal Sufism, teachings of divine love, Sufi historical writings, institutionalized Sufism (the ‘Orders’), spiritual chivalry, the Persian Sufi prose and poetic tradition, the fine arts (both the visual arts and music), philosophy and theology (kalām).


ECSTATIC SAYINGS IN EARLY PERSIAN SUFISM


From the third/ninth century to the seventh/thirteenth century, an incredible development in Persian Sufism was visible in practically every field of thought. One of the most interesting occurrences during this period is the development of the type of literature known as ‘ecstatic sayings’ or ‘theophanic locutions’ (shaṭḥ)2. Javad Nurbakhsh in his foreword points outs that the Sufi is like a flute through which God plays his own tune; it is by means of such inspired sayings, one could say, that the divine Being in a particular mystic holds forth, for from a purely human point of view such utterances are incomprehensible. One may recall in this context the ecstatic cry uttered by Bāyazīd Bisṭāmī (d. 875) of “Subḥānī — Praise be to Me, how great is my Glory!” and the famous theopathic maxim of Ḥallāj: Anā al-Ḥaqq—“I am the Truth,” a statement which has been quoted through the centuries of the history of Sufism.


The shaṭḥ-genre reached its peak during this period in the great Commentary on the Paradoxes of the Sufis (Sharḥ-i shaṭḥiyyāt) by Rūzbihān Baqlī of Shirāz (d. 606/1210) who was known as the Sulṭān al-shaṭḥātīn—or King of those who utter such ecstatic sayings. This genre represents a large part of the spiritual legacy of early Persian Sufism. Although one may study Sufism a whole lifetime and examine numerous long-winded treatises and commentaries, one always returns in the end to such short pithy sayings which seem to contain almost all that there is to say on the subject of the mystical quest. Almost like the basic formula of Islam: ‘There is no god but God’—Lā ilāha illā’Llāh itself, but on a lower level of inspiration, these ecstatic sayings contain in a synthetic fashion the whole truth and inspiration of Sufism. In studying such sayings, one comes to realize how they contain the entire ethos of Sufism in a nutshel: just as the small plant contains every single element of the growth of the later tree, these early locutions and sayings contain all the most profound doctrines and expressions of Sufism found in the more extended commentaries and didactic and poetical works of the later centuries.


ETHICS


This same period also saw the compilation of the first Sufi texts; it was the age of the great masterpieces of early Sufi ethical thought, such as the Qūt al-qulūb—The Food for Hearts by Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī (d. 380/990) and perhaps the most famous of all such treatises, the Risāla al-Qushayriyya by Abū’l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1072) of Khurāsān and later, the Iḥyā’ ‘ulūm al-dīn – The Revivification of the Sciences of Religion of Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111). From its very beginnings, the whole field of ethics (akhlāq) in Islam was dominated by the Sufis. In fact, in both the Sunni and the Shi‘ite sects of Islam, the major ethical works composed over the centuries were all indebted to the inspiration of the Sufis. Throughout all the various sectarian divisions of the Islamic world, it is really the breath of the Sufism which brought life to and gave sustenance to ethics. Many people are not aware that the ethical works that they are reading come in fact from Sufi sources, even if, outwardly, they have nothing to do with Sufism.


MANUALS OF PRACTICE


During this period, Sufi ethical teachings are combined with practical manuals on sayr and sulūk: that is, on both the inner spiritual voyage and the outer conduct of the Sufis. Thus, from the very beginning, these ethical works exhibit a synthesis of the practical and applied dimensions of the spiritual quest. Such treatises on sayr and sulūk are likewise concerned with adab, that is to say, spiritual courtesy: how one must comport oneself before others—so important in the practice of Sufism. The various stages and states of human soul, the mystical states (aḥwāl) and spiritual stations (maqāmāt)—of which the celebrated Khwāja ‘Abdallāh Anṣārī of Herat (d. 481/1089) was perhaps the greatest exponent in the early history of Islam—are also given extensive coverage in these early tracts.


KORANIC COMMENTARIES


This period also witnessed the efflorescence of the esoteric commentaries on the Koran by the Persian Sufis. From the traditional Islamic point of view these commentaries are said to derive their inspiration from the example of ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib (d. 41/661), the first Imam of the Shi‘ites and the fourth caliph of the Sunnis. According to both Sunni and Shi‘ite traditions, ‘Alī wrote an esoteric commentary on the Koran which some Western orientalists mistook for another version of the Koran. They tried to destroy the definitive nature of the Sacred Text, claiming that it was an alternative Koran and that the Shi’ites (followers of ‘Alī) did not accept the text of the Koran as it then existed. What seems apparent from this early polemic is that such historical references were actually to an esoteric commentary on the Koran attributed to ‘Alī which has unfortunately been lost to us today.


However, we do have some pages of the esoteric commentary on the Koran by Imām Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq (d. 45/765), ‘Alī’s descendent. The esoteric commentaries of the Koran by the Persian Sufis were first composed on the basis of the latter text, beginning with the commentary by Sahl al-Tustarī (d. 283/896). This was followed later on by perhaps the most ambitious esoteric commentary of this period, the Kashf al-asrār—The Revelation of Mysteries of Rashīd al-Dīn Maybudī (d. 520/1126), Anṣārī’s disciple and commentator, and eventually by the remarkable mystical Koranic commentaries by Abū Ḥamīd Ghazālī. Ghazālī certainly must be considered one of the greatest Koranic commentators in delineating the methods and limits of esoteric commentary.3 This is exemplified in his famous Mishkat al-anwār—Niche of Lights, a commentary on the Light Verse of the Koran and a ḥadīth of the Prophet concerning the veils of light and darkness.


DOCTRINAL SUFISM


The same era also saw the seeds of doctrinal Sufism sown on Persian soil. Although this type of Sufism was mainly associated in subsequent centuries with the teachings of Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ‘Arabī (d. 638/1240), the actual founders of doctrinal Sufism were two late sixth/twelfth-century Sufi philosophers, Abū Ḥamīd Ghazālī and ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī (executed 526/1132 at the age of 33). If the latter had lived longer, he might have been the greatest expounder of Sufi metaphysics. Despite his premature demise, however, he did write two major works which are really among the foundations of theoretical Sufism.


DIVINE LOVE


This period also brings to an apogee the type of Sufi expression which has to do with love. Here we are not solely concerned with the expression of ordinary human love, but with an entire philosophy of being expressed in the language of human emotion. Thus we find, for instance, that the great founder of the Philosophy of Illumination (ishrāq), Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā Suhrawardī (d. 587/1191) associates his doctrine of light with love, while the Peripatetic philosophers associated love with God as the principle of existence. This wide spectrum of early Sufi reflections on love is given extensive coverage by Carl Ernst’s essay in this volume.


The most prominent figure among exponents of the path of love during this period was Aḥmad Ghazāll (d. 520/1126), the brother of Abū Ḥamīd Ghazāll, and author of the Sawāniḥ al-‘ushshāq—The Incidents of the Lovers, one of the most important tracts on love theory in early Persian Sufism. With the Sawāniḥ begins an extremely rich spiritual tradition, leading to that elusively subtle treatise by Rūzbihān, the Abhār al-’āshiqīn—The Lover’s Jasmine, and on down to Fakhr al-Dīn Trāqī (d. 688/1289)—all of those early troubadours of love whom Henry Corbin rightly calls the fideli d’amore of Persia (comparing them to the fideli d’amore of late thirteenth-century Italy).


SUFI HISTORIES


Sufis during this period were also very much interested in their own history and genealogy—a fascination which devolved upon the crucial question of the preservation of spiritual authenticity. As ‘Aṭṭār remarked, perfume is what smells sweet, but not necessarily what the druggist labels as fragrance: the sense of this saying being that an authentic Sufi Order would never produce anything not genuine, and likewise, a non-authentic Sufi Order can never produce anything which is authentic.


In accord with this interest in spiritual genealogy, in the third/ninth century the first histories of Sufism made their appearance. Although most of the authors were Persian, this interest eventually culminated in the Arabic-language Ḥilyat al-awliyā’ – The Ornament of the Saints, that vast compendium of early Sufi history by Abū Nu‘aym al-Iṣfahānī (d. 428/1037). The majority of such works, at least up until the fifth/eleventh century, were written in Arabic.


SUFI ORDERS


The first Sufi Orders made their appearance in the late fourth/tenth and early fifth/eleventh century. One of the earliest of these was the Rifā‘īyya Sufi Order founded by Ahmad ibn ‘Alī al-Rifā‘ī (d. 578/1182), an Arab, not a Persian, from southern Iraq. His Order is one of the oldest which survives to this day. Another early Order, and the certainly most expansive throughout the Islamic world to this day, was founded by Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qādir Jīlānī (d. 528/1134). His last name is Jīlānī, of course, because he was from the province of Gilan in northeastern Iran. ‘Abd al-Qādir is surely the most famous of all the citizens of that province, although many Persians are unaware of this. It is interesting that when one travels to lands as far away as the Philippines today, despite the existence of many other famous Gila-nis, the only name people know from Gilan is Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qādir Jīlānī. Today the Order is known after his first name, as the Qādiriyya.


Another early Sufi Order was the Suhrawardiyya, which traced its lineage back to Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn AbūT-Najīb al-Suhrawardī (d. 503/1168), a disciple of Aḥmad Ghazālī, whose Ādāb al-murīdīn – The Etiquette of Disciples (the first manual of Sufi discipline ever to be written, in Arabic), is the subject of I.R. Netton’s essay in this volume (see below, pp. 457-82). The Suhrawardiyya Order itself was founded by his nephew, Shihāb al-Dīn Abū Ḥafṣ al-Suhrawardī (d. 632/1234). The Suhrawardī family was part of a group of remarkable Sufis who flourished in sixth/twelfth-century Persia and Iraq, but who were originally from this otherwise totally obscure town of Suhraward in Central Persia, a town which has produced so many great figures in the history of Sufism and Islamic philosophy.


SPIRITUAL CHIVALRY


As Dr. Nurbakhsh pointed out in his Foreword, this period also witnessed the development of what is called jawānmardī in Persian and futuwwat in Arabic, a word which is best translated as ‘spiritual chivalry’. Until the last two or three decades this important phenomenon had been insufficiently studied. Since then, thanks to the efforts of Henry Corbin, Ja‘far Maḥjūb and others, some of the more fundamental texts have been published.4


Chivalry deals at once with knightly chivalry (similar to the chivalric orders of warrior knights, such as the Templars of mediæval Western Europe) as well as with the economic life of the Islamic community as it developed in the late Abbasid period (just before the time of Rūmī when futuwwat became a basic socio-economic element of early mediæval Anatolia and Persia). Here, what meets the eye is the influence of Sufism on the social fabric, that is to say, on the most external aspect of economic and social life. The social bonds created through the institutions of futuwwat and the guilds of artisans affiliated to these chivalric orders exercised a profound influence over the whole of Persian society at this time. This was not solely due to economic causes, but represented the wedding of economic activity with ethics on the one hand and with beauty and art on the other.5


Spiritual chivalry became closely integrated into Sufism in the 3rd/9th and fourth/tenth centuries. Reading the earliest texts on futuwwat, such as the Risāla al-futuwwa by Sulamī (d. 412/1021), one realizes that it is impossible to engage seriously in the mystical disciplines of Sufism without simultaneously putting into practice the ethical virtues of chivalry. Thus the phenomenon of the organization of the Orders of chivalry and the guilds or artisans affiliated with these Orders is an inseparable and integral element of the religious experience of early Persian Sufism.


PERSIAN SUFI POETRY AND PROSE


Another aspect of Sufism which merits our consideration is the development of classical Sufi literature in the Persian language during this period. This is an important phenomenon, not only from the spiritual point of view but also from the cultural and political standpoint, since, deprived of the rich productions of the Persian sages and poets, Islam would never have spread into the subcontinent of India nor into Central or Southeast Asia to the extent that it did. However, the rise of Persian Sufi literature is a whole subject in itself, which would require a separate monograph, so I will limit myself here to a few general remarks:


Persian Sufi poetry contains perhaps the richest mystical poetry in the world (in the Islamic world, for example, it is richer than Arabic Sufi poetry, although Arabic non-mystical poetry is extremely rich and in many ways richer than early Persian court poetry). All of the early Sufi poets in the Arabic language, except for Rābi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, were of Persian origin; the great Sufi poetry written by the Arabs in Arabic only occurs at a much later date. If one considers the works of the great Arab Sufi poets (that is, the verse of Ibn Fāriḍ, Ibn ‘Arabī, and others), it was all composed after the early period of Sufism under consideration here.


Persian Sufism from its inception was inextricably linked with poetry. The reason for this it that the Persian language and Persian Sufism met at a time when the Persian language had not yet become crystallized. Its vocabulary, as well as its prosody and metrics along with its use of technical and poetic language, was still unformed, and thus much more malleable.


The Persian language was born in the third/ninth century in Khurāsān and Transoxiana and was based on Middle Persian and Dari but enriched by an Arabic vocabulary of a strong religious orientation, deeply influenced by the Koran. During this formative period the influence of Sufism was very strong and so, in a sense, it was much easier for Sufism to leave its imprints upon Persian literary culture and language than upon Arabic which had also a highly developed prosody and poetic tradition.


From the early simple quatrains of Bābā Ṭāhir in the local language of Hamadān to the quatrains attributed to Abū Sa‘īd Abī’lKhayr (d. 440/1049—although as several European scholars, such as Fritz Meier, have shown they probably belong to a period earlier than his, in fact6), a remarkable flowering of early Persian Sufi poetry took place. This was followed by the more elaborate works of the Persian poetical renaissance of the sixth/twelfth and seventh/thirteenth centuries, which featured, first of all, the vast mystical mathnawīs of Sanā’ī, who in turn set the background for the Sufi epics of ‘Aṭṭār and the ecstatic ghazals and didactic Mathnawī of Rūml


Persian Sufi poetry is perhaps the most conspicuous and influential production of Persian culture to date, and no other expression of Persian culture has had such a world-wide influence as the poetry of that period. One proof of this is that in the last two years over ten volumes of the poetry of Rūmī have been translated into English. (Although these are not all first-class scholarly or literary translations, the fact that they have been translated into English at all proves that despite the passage of over seven centuries, the poetry of that period is very much a living force).


This period also witnessed the rise of Persian Sufi prose literature. Although the salient prose works of this epoch are not as well-known outside of Persia as their poetical counterparts, their impact was hardly less significant in the Islamic world. Here we may mention the Munājāt—Invocations of Khwāja ‘Abdallāh Anṣārī (d. 481/1089) the Kīmīyā-yi sa‘ādat—Alchemy of Happiness of Abū Hamīd Ghazālī, and of course the Rawh al-arwāh—The Refreshment of Spirits by Ahmad SanTānī (d. 534/1140), to which W.C. Chittick has consecrated a special study in this volume. From a purely literary point of view such works are the peak of Persian prose in that period; there are no comparable works in the fields of either history, philosophy or theology nor of other types of literature which matches the beauty of language found in the Persian Sufi prose of that period.


MUSIC AND THE FINE ARTS


Turning now to an important ancillary aspect of Persian Sufi poetry, as far as its influence was felt upon other modes of cultural expression during this period, we come to the field of the arts. Gradually, although begrudgingly, the Western world is beginning to realize that Islamic art is not just an odd collection of objets de art or quaint relics created by some people who call themselves Muslims, but that it is essentially the spiritual fruit of the Islamic revelation.


Of all the forms of art created in the vast Islamic civilization, Persian art is certainly the most diverse and extensive, possessing its own distinct ethos, world-view and particular symbolic meaning, one which is inextricably connected with Sufism. The majority of the great practitioners of this art were Sufis and in fact, the entire theoretical world-view that made this art possible actually emanated from Sufi metaphysical and philosophical teachings. On a more external plane, the rise and adaptation of certain art forms by Sufis made possible their continued survival. This is especially true in regard to the art of music.


Since every type of art usually required a patron, scholars often debate who was the patron of a particular art. We know that monumental architecture survived on royal patronage which favored the construction of major mosques and palaces, and that the patrons of carpet-making were, of course, the consumers of carpets, all the way from the vizier down to the merchant.


But who, precisely, were the patrons of music—whose patronage made possible the survival of a tradition which remains one of the greatest and profoundest expressions of music found anywhere in the world and which has survived to the present day? (As far as Persian culture is concerned, although court music is quite important, it was really secondary to the music performed by the Sufis). The answer is that it was the organized network of the Persian Sufi khānaqāhs which spanned the entire Islamic world during the latter part of this period, that provided the only viable physical substructure and spiritual framework within which classical Persian music could develop, enabling it to survive and preventing it from succumbing to the attacks of certain of the exoteric ‘ulamā’.


It is interesting to note that although classical Persian music had its admirers in the court up until the Safavid period, nevertheless its greatest performers were always the Sufis.7 Perusing the annals of Persian music in the later Qajar period, when it underwent a great revival, one constantly finds echoes of the influence of the Sufis—as anyone who knows the history of Persian music will acknowledge. Recalling the names of such famous Qajar-period musicians as ‘Abdallāh Khān or Darwīsh Khān, for instance—one finds that they were almost all people who were either practising Sufis or related to Sufism in one form or another. There is also the long story of the relationship between Sufism and the visual arts, which however, is beyond the scope of the present introduction.8


PHILOSOPHY, THEOLOGY (KALĀM) AND SUFISM


Dr. Nurbakhsh in his foreword provided ample warning about the dangers of philosophy of a purely ratiocinative bent, that is, philosophy divorced from the source of the Truth. The role of Sufism in Islamic philosophy was basically to counterbalance the dangers of this exercise of pure reason by emphasizing the virtues of the gnosis of the heart.


Sufism’s effect upon Islamic philosophy9 was basically twofold: first of all, it served to preserve for every generation the possibility of an experience about which the philosopher philosophizes. By this we mean that the philosopher always philosophizes about an experience that he has undergone—his intellectual data or analysis are but by-products of this unique philosophical experience. One of the reasons why Western philosophy suddenly veered off from Islamic philosophy and went in a completely different direction—towards rationalism—is because in the sixteenth century, in Paris, Descartes was unable to gain access to the kind of philosophical experience which his near-contemporary Mir Dāmad (d. 1041/1631) realized in Iṣfahān, in Iran. It was this philosophical experience which makes possible access to the Ultimate Reality. The ever-living possibility of this experience of the Ultimate Reality provided Islamic philosophy, especially that of the later period, with the experiential foundation which complemented intellection.


Secondly, it was the spiritual method and meditative disciplines of Sufism which continually resurrected the power of the contemplative intellect (rather than reason) in Islamic thought. The Sufi method, which is exercised not through ratiocination but by a faculty which knows the Truth immediately by illumination, does not function properly unless all of the veils of forgetfulness and passion are removed from it. The achievement of Sufism was to unite the philosophical experience of the philosophers with the inner experience of the mystics and enable the intellect to function without the impediment of the carnal soul.


In this fashion a gradual wedding of Islamic philosophy with Sufism occurred. Although in the early period under analysis here there were only two Islamic philosophers who were interested in Sufism—the first being al-Fārābī, who practiced Sufism himself, and the second being Avicenna who moved on its outskirts despite a constant interest in it—in subsequent centuries this dance between the two worlds united into one single movement.


After the eighth/fourteenth century, we find that almost all Islamic philosophers, from Qutb al-Dïn Shīrāzī (d. 710/1311) onwards were either practising Sufis themselves, or at least, very interested in the world view which taṣawwuf presented. This process finally culminated in the synthesis of the doctrinal teaching of Sufism or ‘gnosis’ (‘irfān) and philosophy in the thought of Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1050/1641). As John Cooper demonstrates in his essay in this volume (see below, pp. 409-33) Mullā Ṣadrā was deeply influenced by poetical teachings of Persian Sufism in the person of Rūmī.


If, as a general rule, it can be stated that the Sufis usually avoided the study of scholastic theology (Kalām), there were great exceptions to this rule as well, the most important of whom was Abū Hamid Ghazālī, the greatest of all the Sunni theologians, whose theology is still taught throughout the Islamic world. Ghazalī, however, was also a dedicated Sufi. Thus, the rupture in the Islamic intellectual world between Ash‘ante theology (Kalām) and Sufism is not really so profound as some scholars maintain. There were, in fact, many thinkers besides Ghazālī and ‘Ayn al-Qudāt Hamadānī who were profoundly versed in both Sufism and theology at the same time. However, a real obstacle in the way of the synthesis of these two fields of thought did exist in the case of most theologians. This is illustrated by a story from the biography of Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī of Herat (d. 600/1203), one of the most famous of Ash‘arīte theologians and perhaps the most learned of the theologians of Islam. Rāzī had composed poetry in both Arabic and Persian, and was also deeply versed in geometry, medicine, history, and astronomy, having written treatises in all of these fields.


One day he went to see a Sufi master and expressed his interest in following the Ṭarīqat. This master agreed to initiate him on the condition that he grant him his unquestioning obedience as a disciple. Rāzī readily assented.


“Are you willing to give up all of your wealth?” the Sufi master asked.


Although he was an extremely wealthy man, Fakhr al-Dīn consented.


“Are you willing to give up your fame?” asked the master.


Although a man of great renown, he readily acquiesced to this condition as well.


“Are you willing to give up your power and influence?” the Sufi master queried.


“Yes.” said Rāzī.


“Are you willing to give up your knowledge?” the Sufi master asked at last.


At this request Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī balked, saying, “Of course, I cannot do that.”


“Then you are unsuitable to become a Sufi,” said the master.


Unfortunately, that was the end of Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī’s Sufi novitiate.


The story is very telling, I think, insofar as it exemplifies the eternal debate which is carried on in all the world’s civilizations in one form or another, between that immediate form of knowledge—based on inner peace, tranquillity, union and illumination—and purely theological knowledge, typical of the academic milieu of the seminary school in which scholars such as Fakhr al-Dïn Rāzī were educated, especially in the discipline of Kalām.


THE CROSS-CULTURAL INFLUENCE OF PERSIAN SUFISM


One of the dominant characteristics of early Persian Sufism was an all-embracing universalism, which, like an tree, cast the shade of its influence not only upon the country of Persia but far beyond the borders of the Persian world. When we say ‘Persian world’ our reference is to the entire Persian-speaking world, not merely to the geographical boundaries of the present country of Iran. And it was this ‘Greater Persia’ which was one of the main homelands of early Sufism. Early Persia embraced a vast area, far broader than present-day Iran, stretching north to south: from present-day Central Asia to the Persian Gulf, and east to west: from Kashghar in present-day China to Ctesiphon in modern-day Iraq. This area was the main homeland of the Persian tradition and culture in the early centuries of Islamic history.


Strange to say, the effect of this ‘Persianate civilization’ was hardly felt in the Arab world of letters—aside from the fact that the literary works of many erudite Persians, such as Ghazālī, were written in Arabic and thus became known throughout the Arab world. Its deepest effect was on the other literatures and cultures which came into being during the Islamic period. The question of the Is-lamization of the Turks and the Turkic people, especially the Seljuk Turkmens who migrated from Central Asia to Transoxiana in the fifth/eleventh century, so often debated by scholars, is less explicable in terms of certain Turkish garrisons who converted to Islam under the Abbasid Caliphs in Baghdad, than in terms of the spread of Sufism. This influence of Sufism extended from present-day Pakistan up through Central Asia and into the Turkic part of the northern lands of Persia, that is to say, Khurāsān and upper Transoxiana, which today comprise the newly independent countries of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and part of southern central Kazakhistan.


Persian Sufi literature played a very important role in this process: the literary models of Persian Sufism formed the basis of Turkish wSufi literature, from the early to the classical poetry of the Ottoman Empire. The reason why the Ottomans used Persian so much (and why, for example, Sultan Mehmet, the first Turkish conqueror of Constantinople, wrote in Persian) was not because they were in love with the Sassanian kings of ancient Iran, Jamshīd and Bahrām, but because of their devotion to Persian Sufism. In fact, to this day, Sufism still exercises a vast influence in the Turkish world—although not in the name of Persia per se, but in the name of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī. Since people sense an innate need to transcend the ethnocentric pettiness created by modern nationalism, in this respect Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī assists them, figuring as a patron saint of the Turks and the Persians at the same time. Thus, during this early period, Persian Sufi literature played a profound role in the spiritual life of the emerging Ottoman civilization.


Little space is left to consider the effect of Persian Sufism upon the vast world of Islamic Southeast Asia and India, although Bruce Laurence has contributed an essay to the present volume (below, pp. 19-33) touching on Sufism in India. Persian language and culture played a formidable role in mediaeval India and only after the rise of Shah Walīullāh of Dehli in the eighteenth century did Urdu emerge as a language of literary expression in Islamic culture. We may also recall that it was Shah Khalīlullāh, the son of Shāh NLmatullāh (d. 834/1431), who ordered his children to go to India, and who of course spoke in Persian, and thus introduced the NLmatullāhī Order into the Deccan. However, the world of Indian Islam and Indian Sufism is itself a separate concern, and would demand another volume of its own.


Finally, a few brief remarks about Sufism in the Arab world are in order. As mentioned above, Arabic Sufi literature never enjoyed intimate contact with the cultural milieu of Persian Sufism. In fact, Arabic Sufism became acquainted with this milieu primarily as a result of the Ottoman invasion of the Arabic world. It was actually the Ottomans who, inspired by their own love of the poetry and philosophy of Persian Sufism, conveyed the Persian mystical tradition to the Arab world. For example, the Mathnawī of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī was translated only once into Arabic during the entire mediæval period, and that was shortly after his death. Then, as the Mawlawiyya Order’s influence grew through the expansion of the Ottoman influence in Egypt, the Arabs became acquainted with his great masterpiece. The same is true of ‘Aṭṭār and the other great Persian Sufi poets; at first, they were not easily accessible in Arabic, until, at last, under the aegis of Ottoman influence, their writings were gradually made available in the Arab world.


CONCLUSION


By way of conclusion, I would just like to offer the following reflections on the contemporary interest in Sufism in the West. This interest is not merely a passing fad, but does have a timeless dimension. Interest in the reality of Sufism or the reality of all that comes from the Spirit, is something genuine, for Sufism emanates from the Reality beyond time, and being timeless, it necessarily manifests itself at various times and climes in different forms. We happen to be living in a time when the needs of human beings in the West have turned them towards the study of Sufism—for the second time in two hundred years: the first being in the early nineteenth century, in a somewhat shallow and superficial manner, and the second, today, in the late twentieth century, with, one hopes, greater depth.


Outside of greater Persia there is also an increasing interest in Persian culture and Sufism in the community of Iranian and Afghan exiles: this being a vivid commentary on their own spiritual condition. At its root this interest reflects the profound nostalgia of the soul for its own home, for when the earthly home is lost the celestial home is all that remains. Sufism is the Way of taking us back to our celestial home. This Way is a vivid reality not only for Persians or Afghans in physical exile from their homelands—but for all people who feel a sense of spiritual exile. All human beings having intimations of their spiritual being are already in exile in this world. “Islam began as a stranger and it will end up as a stranger,” said the Prophet of Islam, and concluded, “and happy are those who are strangers.” This is a spiritual maxim which reflects the condition of all those who feel themselves in exile in this world. Sufism is not only a call to those Persians or Afghans who feel themselves in exile from their native lands, but for all men and women who are beckoned by the call of the Spirit.


 


1. See the essays by Terry Graham, Herbert Mason and Sara Sviri in this volume. – Ed.


2. Carl Ernst, who has contributed an essay to the present collection, has written the only existing book in the English language on this subject: Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (Albany: SUNY Press 1985).


3. On which, see the essay by Nicholos Heer in the present volume—ED.


4. Dr. Mahjūb’s essay in this volume is devoted to the early development of Sufi chivalry in its Persian milieu.


5. For a more detailed study of this phenomenon, see S.H. Nasr, “Spiritual Chivalry” in S.H. Nasr (ed.), Islamic Spirituality II: Manifestations (New York: Crossroad 1991), pp. 304-315.


6. See Terry Graham’s essay in the present volume.


7. See S.H. Nasr, “The Influence of Sufism on Traditional Persian Music,” in S.H. Nasr, Islamic Art and Spirituality (Suffolk, U.K.: Golgonooza Press 1987), pp. 163-176.


8. Cf. S.H. Nasr, “The Relationship between Islamic Art and Spirituality,” in S.H. Nasr, Islamic Art and Spirituality, pp. 3-14.


9. For an extended discussion, see S.H. Nasr, “The Relationship between Sufism and Philosophy in Persian Culture,” trans. H. Dabashi,” Hamdard Islamicus, vol. 6, no. 4 (1983), pp. 33-47.




II


An Indo-Persian Perspective on the Significance of Early Persian Sufi Masters


Bruce B. Lawrence


Marc Bloch once observed that religious history has been muddled by the confusion between origins and beginnings.1 Bloch’s project was to recuperate emphasis on beginnings and downplay the significance of origins. With respect to Sufism, neither beginnings nor origins can be ignored. Yet they also can not be conflicted. One might suggest that beginning moments, together with their actors and stories, provide a frame narrative for the uninformed inquirer, while ordinary markings offer the sources of motivation for the involved and engaged.


Unfortunately, too much of EuroAmerican scholarship on Sufism, from R.C. Zaehner to Julian Baldick,2 has focused on beginnings. Influences and borrowings are accounted for, and Sufis labeled by whom they resemble, that is, antecedent others, whether Muslim or non-Muslim. In studies of Sufi biographical texts that stress beginnings two approaches predominate. Both embrace, even as they perpetuate, an outdated style of intellectual history, its goal to press Sufi narratives into the service of a narrowly positivist agenda. One approach takes historical date in general and Sufi biographies in particular as test cases for rules of methods. The real purpose of scholarship, their proponents argue, is to winnow the few pellets of truth lying beneath all the accumulated dross of legend and superstition concocted by over zealous biographers. Both Baldick and P.M. Currie3 epitomize this approach. The other approach is to excavate and then array massive chunks of obscure information about little known saints, on the assumption that once their story has been told ‘in their own words’, the message of their quest for Truth will be self-evident. In scholarship on Indian Sufism this approach is best represented by S.A.A. Rizvi.4


What is ignored in both approaches is what La Capra, glossing Weber and Collingwood, has stressed as the crucial analytical precept for historians, to wit, that “a fact is a pertinent fact only with respect to a frame of reference involving questions that we pose to the past.” Moreover, La Capra goes on to note, “It is the ability to pose the ‘right’ questions that distinguishes productive scholar-ship.”5


With reference to the origins of Persian Sufism, the right questions are not easily posed. They occupy a penumbral zone between this time and former times. They require attention to origins in order to understand beginnings. For Marc Bloch was only half-right: even though logically beginnings do have to be accounted for apart from origins, in practice the two invariably commingle. To trace the multiple histories of Persian Sufism, each historian must engage in a struggle with both. The exclusive quest for beginnings is wrongheaded because it presumes that beginnings matter and origins do not. The former are deemed to be clear and ‘factual’, the latter muddled and ‘legendary’. Yet to isolate origins from beginnings is equally futile; it makes of origins a timeless myth marked by human names yet unshaped either by human initiatives or by unforeseen social circumstances. Persian Sufism demands something more; it demands attention to both its historical beginnings and its transhis-torical origins.


To chart a path of interpretive value through the minefields of extant scholarship on Persian Sufism, one must ask questions that combine origins with beginnings. Two perspectives loom large: the perspective of a discrete biographical author and the perspective of a modern researcher. The latter can be omitted only at the cost of obfuscating basic presuppositions. I am a modern researcher, and so are all of us. We combine our endeavors in this setting as modern researchers who have chosen to investigate pre-modem writings from a non-Westem part of the globe. A chasm of time and space separates us from our subjects, they from us. Our subjects’ world view, in common with all pre-modern world views, eschewed both the Galilean mode of reasoning and the Gartesian conception of knowledge. In their stead our subjects privileged “textual exegesis, cosmic analogies and above all appeals to authority, both genealogical and literary, scriptural and juridical.”6


We presume to study pre-modern Persian Sufis, knowing that their world view is not ours, no matter how great our affection for their writings or our immersion in the quest that motivated them. Our perspective is at once individual and collective. While each of us may demur from aspects of the place and time in which we live, we cannot fully escape its dominant mood. We are shaped by what Bourdieu calls the habitus, the taken-for-granted outlook of late twentieth century global capitalism. From that perspective we are all marked as post-Galilean, post-Cartesian and, horror of horrors, even post-modern. We investigate the past as a social datum filtered through our own present. We approach it with handles that are provisional labels in the service of our own enquiry. We enjoy no secure frames of reference; we possess no incontestable or incontrovertible facts. Even the title “Classical Persian Sufism” is a term of convenience. “Classical Persian Sufism?” From the perspective of those discussed there is no ‘Persian Sufism’ separable from taṣawwuf as a universal impulse pervading all of Dār al-Islām, the global Muslim community. Taṣawwuf is limited neither to one kind of language, however refined and subtle, nor to one body of literature, however varied and satisfying. It is we who are limited in how we approach taṣawwuf. We are limited by our modernity, even as we are privileged by it. We are also limited by our focus on the Persian language, Persian actors, and Persian texts, despite the evident organizational benefit and the hoped for explanatory yield of that stricture.


Having excused ourselves from premature self-congratulation, we can still try to ask the ‘right’ questions. In our case, the prior question is to ask how Sufi authors themselves viewed their task. Instead of culling from their writings grist for a historical grindstone, we can ask: how did Sufi biographers in the pre-modern period recall the formation of those institutional structures, brotherhoods dedicated to preserving the Divine Trust, that had marked their lives?


That question opens up a view of the Muslim past as interpreted and reinterpreted through spiritual exemplars. But it is not a uniform, homogeneous past which offers a cornucopia of equivalent figures. While all were Muslim, not all excelled on the Path. Some did not even pursue the Path. The biographers had to make choices in how they presumed to recall and re-present certain figures from the Muslim past to their readers. Were the exemplars whom they cited and about whom they wrote only saints of bygone eras or were they also noble persons esteemed by all Muslims? Wadad al-Qadi, after surveying the entire range of Islamic biographical dictionaries written in Arabic, noted:


[The pioneer of Sufi biography] al-Sulamï (d.412/1021) arranged the biographies in Ṭabaqāt al-ṣūfiyya chronologically, beginning with the earliest Sufi (al-Fuḍayl b. Tyād) and ending with contemporary Sufis (the last one is Abū ‘Abdullāh al-Dinawarī) …And the same principles are noted in some of following dictionaries, such as al-Qushayrī’s (d.465/1072) al-Risāla al-Qushayriyya. [But at the same time another format is initiated by] Abū Nu‘aym Iṣfahânï (d. 430/1038) in his Ḥilyat al-awliyā. There almost all the great figures of Islam who have been known for their outstanding piety or great learning are considered awliyā’– just like the Sufis. Thus the biographies of the Companion ‘Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb stands side by side in the book with that of the Follower al-Hasan al-Baṣrī, the jurist al-Shāfi‘ï, and the Sufi al-Junayd. The underlying assumption of the author is further strengthened by lengthy citations from the words/works of all those people, giving credibility to the criterion used.7


The same double option—to limit oneself to Sufi exemplars or to include all pious Muslim ‘heroes’—is present in the Persian and Indo-Persian tadhkira tradition. (There is, of course, a third option, to write biographies limited to an individual saint or a single spiritual brotherhood retrospectively linked to an eponymous ancestor, but we are not concerned with that genre here, since it reveals little about the transition from Arabic to Persian to Indo-Persian in Sufi biographical writing.) For instance, ‘Abdullāh Anṣārī first expanded Sulamī’s Ṭabaqāt to include Persian-speaking saints. Four centuries later Jāmī in his massive Nafaḥāt al-uns (completed in 883/1477), further enlarged Anṣārī’s Tabaqāt while also embellishing its Persian style. What resulted was the classic Persian tadhkira of Sufi and Sufi-affiliated saintly figures. Jāmī begins with a minor figure, Hāshim al-ṣūfi, and, five hundred and sixty-six entries later, concludes with another minor figure of the generation preceding his own, Mir Sayyid Qāsim Tabrīzī (d. 837/1433). He adds notices on thirteen Persian Sufi poets as well as thirty-four notices on woman saints.


The ‘chaste’ tradition of Sulamī/Anṣārī/Jāmī is continued in Indo-Persian. Its premier pre-Mughal exponent is the Suhrawardī adept, Shaykh Jamālī (d. 971/1536): in Siyar al-’ārifin he offers a wealth of information about thirteen major Chishtī and Suhrawardī saints of the Delhi Sultanate. In the Mughal period Jamālī is followed by the Qādirï loyalist, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq Muḥaddith Dihlawī: his Akhbār al-akhyār, though limited to entries on saints, depicts over two hundred and sixty Sufi exemplars from the Chishtiyya, Suhrawardiyya, Firdawsiyya, Shaṭṭāriyya, Qalandariyya and also, of course, the Qādiriyya Order. A short appendix includes fourteen pious women, all of Indian extraction. ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq’s work is a saint’s biographical dictionary intended for the edification of all those who either pursue the Path or admire those who do. It was often emulated in later generations.8


But the other option for writing tadhkiras is also broached: though seldom evident in Persian, it attracts some major biographers in the high period of Indo-Persian culture, particularly during the reign of the Great Mughals. That option is to write not only about saints and select poets but rather about all the formative personalities who have helped to forge a distinct galaxy of Persian spiritual luminaries with their individual repertoires of attributes, skills and paradoxical utterances as saints.9 Among the most famous tadhkira deploying this approach is Dārā Shikūh’s Safînat al-awliyā‘ completed in 1640 when the Mughal prince was but twenty-five years old. Though it has been hailed as “a standard work of reference” on the Sufi brotherhoods extant in seventeenth-century Mughal India,10 it in fact offers but fragmentary biographical resumes of some four hundred saints, both Indian and non-Indian. Preceding these accounts are other biographies of Muslim notables, beginning with the Prophet Muhammad, the first four Caliphs, the eleven Imāms (‘All’s biography being given as ‘Caliph’), and the four eponymous founders of Sunni legal schools. The significance of these non-Indian, non-Sufi entries is made evident in the concluding section on “wise, virtuous, perfected and united” women. It begins with the Prophet’s wives, then depicts his daughters before turning to women saints. In effect, claims Dārā Shikūh, the legitimacy of the Path he pursues is affirmed by the most esteemed and lauded exemplars from the foundational period of Islam. He tries to map his own beginnings as a Qādirī adept through an appeal to the origins of Islam as an historical movement. Fascinated with the miraculous, he nonetheless takes account of temporal markings. “For example,” explains Perwaiz Hayat, “he did not accept the age of Salman or the Prophet Muhammad as cited in the traditional accounts. He narrates different sources, but accepts that account which for him seems to be nearer to historical fact. He was also interested in providing as complete an account of the awliyā as possible: he tries his best to furnish birthdates, deathdates and the places of the tombs of every walī.”11


Yet Dārā Shikūh’s apparent concern for historical accuracy, like his list of Muslim ‘heroes’ from the seventh and eighth centuries, is a mask for his overriding goal: not only to affirm ‘Abd al-Qādir as the foremost Sufi exemplar and the Qādiriyya as the paramount Sufi brotherhood, but to underpin his own authority vis-à-vis rival claims to Qādirï spirituality. As noted above, his was not the first Indo-Persian biographical dictionary written by a Qādirï. He was preceded by the formidable scholar of ḥadīth, himself a Qādirï adept, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq Muḥaddith Dihlawï (d. 1052/1642). ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq’s Akhbār al-akhyār, completed in 1028/1618, had already gained considerable fame by 1640, and Dārā Shikūh models many of his own entries on Indian saints after the longer, fuller entries of Akhhār al-akhyār Yet in presenting the Qādiriyya, he bypasses the lineage traced by ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, acknowledging only that line of Qādirï affiliation traceable through ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Thānï to ‘Abdullāh Bhitï to Miyān Mīr (d. 1046/1635) and then to his own preceptor, Mullā Shāh (d. 1070/1660).


The significance of the Islamic past for Dārā Shikūh is functional: its retelling helps to affirm his status as a Qādirï adept. Giants of Persian Sufism like ‘Alā’ al-Dawla Simnānī and Jalāl al-Dïn Rūmī, while mentioned, are accorded half a page devoted mostly to biographical, travel and literary data. Their inclusion affirms Dārā Shikūh’s awareness of the long tradition in which he stands, but their sole purpose is to provide a backdrop for the stage onto which he parades as central actor the Qādiriyya, especially his own immediate spiritual mentors.


Dārā Shikūh’s Safīnat al-awliyā’ contrasts with another biographical dictionary from Mughal India. While much has been written about Safînat al-awliyā’, mention is seldom made of the Chishtī master, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahmān (d. 1094/1683) or his tadhkira, the Mir’āt al-asrār, which appears in several published catalogues. Although it has never generated a fraction of the interest directed to Safinat al-awliyā’, the two works merit comparison, if only because their authors were near contemporaries and also because they employed the same inclusive method of tadhkira writing. In the Mir’āt al-asrār, after noting the twelve family clusters into which Sufi brotherhoods may be parceled, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān reviews no less than twenty-three generations of spiritual exemplars. He brackets the Prophet Muḥammad and his three immediate successors as the first generation, followed by ‘All and the other eleven Imāms in the second generation in which the first Chishtï master is said to have lived and died in Syria (ca. 328/940). Appearing in the same generation with him were his contemporaries Shiblï (d. 334/945) and Ḥallāj (d. 309/922). By the time of the fourteenth generation when Quṭb al-Dxn Mawdūd (d. 537/1132) became the successor at Chisht he counted among his contemporaries both Abū Ḥāmid and Aḥmad Ghazzālī (d. 505/111 and 520/1126) as well as ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī (martyred 526/1132). Successive generations boasted still more illustrious names. For instance, by the sixteenth generation when ‘Uthmān Ḥarūnī (d. 607/1210) became the Chishtï standard bearer, he welcomed as fellow Sufi Shaykhs ‘Abd al-Qādir Jilānī (d. 561/1166) and Abū Madyan Maghribī (d. 595/1198.
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Dārā Shikūh in Conversation with a Muslim Sage. Attributed to La’l Chand, ca. 1650. B.M. 1941-10-10-04. (Courtesy of the British Museum).


Most intriguing, however, are the last six generations depicted in the Mir’āt al-asrār. The initial two depict well-known non-Indian Sufis alongside scarcely known Indian exemplars. These generations are decisive for the beginnings of Sufism in the Asian subcontinent. They mark the historical period when the Chishtï Order was first introduced to India and began to establish itself as the sole brotherhood linked exclusively with South Asia. Their roll call includes:


Under Mu‘īn al-Dīn Chishtï (d. 633/1236) in the seventeenth generation:


Najm al-Dīn Kubrā (d. 618/1221),


Shihāb al-Dïn Abū Ḥafṣ Suhrawardī (d. 632/1234),


Muhyī al-Dïn Ibn ‘Arabï (d. 638/1240),


Ruzbihān Baqlï (d. 606/1210),


Bahā’ al-Dīn Walad (d. ca 628/1231),


Sa‘d al-Dīn Ḥamūya (d. 650/1253),


Sayf al-Dīn Bākharzī (d. 659/1261),


and Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār (d. 618/1221).


2) Under Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī (d. 633/1235) in the eighteenth generation:


Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī (d. 672/1273),


ṣadr al-Dīn Qūnyawī (d. 673/1274),


Awḥad al-Dīn Kirmānī (d. 635/1238),


Muṣlih al-Dīn Sa‘dī (d. between 691/1292 – 695/1296),


and Sultán Walad (d. 712/1312).


The arbitrariness of these two clusters is evident, not only from the near identical death-dates of the two Chishtī masters but also from the wide disparity in the death-dates of the Persian masters: while Najm al-Dīn Kubrā expired in 618/1221, Sayf al-Dīn Bākharzī, one of his disciples, did not expire till 659/1261. Moreover, both Rūmī and Qunyāwī survived till the 670’s/1270’s, while Sa‘dī’s death-date is usually given as 691/1292. Such temporal disparities, however, do not detract from ‘Abd al-Rahmān’s primary purpose: to retell the saga of Persian/Indo-Persian Sufism as a single dramatic endeavor shaped by the Unseen for the benefit of humankind.


Yet from the time of Farīd al-Dīn Ganj-i Shakar (Qutb al-Dīn’s successor, d. 664/1265) to the end of Mir’āt al-asrār the Indo-Persian actors begin to overshadow their Persian predecessors. After the eighteenth generation, scarcely any non-Indian saints are mentioned, the few notable exceptions being ‘Ala’ al-Dawla Simnānī (d. 736/1336), Bahā’ al-Dīn Naqshband (d. 791/1389) and ‘Abdullah Yāfi‘ī (d. 1768/1367) in the twenty-first generation, and Muhammad Parsā (d. 822/1421) and Shāh Ni’matullāh (d. 834/1431) in the twenty-second generation. The reason is not hard to discover: Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahmān is not only a Chishtī master, he is also the incumbent of a shrine in Awadh, well to the east of Delhi in modern-day Uttar Pradesh. He traces his own spiritual lineage back through the Ṣābiriyya rather than the Niẓāmiyya sub-branch of the Chishtiyya. That lineage is beset with chronological difficulties that cloud its initial years. Its eponymous founder was one Shaykh ‘Alā’ al-Dīn ‘Alī ibn Aḥmad Ṣābir who died in Kalyar, a town in northern Uttar Pradish in 691/1291. He is said to have been identical with the Shaykh ‘Alī Ṣābir who is briefly mentioned in Siyar al-awliyā’ as a disciple of Shaykh Farid al-Dīn Ganj-i Shakar. No less an authority than Shaykh ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, however, questions the conflation of the two names and persons. Even if it is accepted, there seems to be more than a generation between ‘Alī Ṣābir’s successor, Shams al-Dīn Turk Pānīpatī (d. 718/1318) and his successor, Jalāl al-Dīn Pānīpatī (d. 765f/1364). Further comprising the historical markings of the lineage is the fact that Ahmad ‘Abd al-Haqq (d. 837/1434), who succeeds Jalāl al-Dīn and is the biological as well as the spiritual ancestor of ‘Abd al-Rahmān, was not born till ca. 751/1350.


‘Abd al-Raḥmān, rather than linger on these hiatuses and discrepancies, paints a colorful canvas of spirituality that includes all the major figures of the Niẓāmiyya sub-branch of the Chishtiyya as part of his own mystical legacy. Unlike Dārā Shikūh’s brief reminders, these are full, vivid accounts of both Persian and non-Persian saints of earlier eras. The organization by successive tabaqāt or generations, despite the chronological discrepancies, draws attention to the pre-eminent Sufi authority (the ‘axis’ or quṭb) of each age. From the perspective of ‘Abd al-Rahmān’s lineage, the qutb of each age, since the appearance of Shaykh ‘Alī Ṣābir, had to be, and has been, a Ṣābirī Chishtī master. Yet his is not a partisan view which argues for Ṣābiris over Niẓāmīs, Chishtīs over other Sufis, Sufis over other Muslims or Muslims over Hindus. Instead he shows a wide acquaintance with classical Persian Sufism and an appreciation for the luster that its exemplars bring each to his own generation and to his own place. While each generation is marked by a qutb, he is situated among, not apart from, other Sufi masters: though he stands at their head, they add to his preeminence. By this ingenious artifice the author of Mir’āt al-asrār accomplishes a double purpose: 1) he makes clear how vital was the connection to a Persian Sufi tradition for all Ṣābiri Chishtīs while 2) at the same time conferring the highest spiritual rank on a handful of obscure saints, most of whom lived and toiled and died in Northeastern India.


The reputation of ‘Abd al-Rahmān does not rest on the Mir’āt al-asrār alone. He was a curious figure who existed on the margins of several worlds. A member of the Indo-Tūrānī elite, he lived in Agra for awhile but chose to settle far east of Agra in the region of Lucknow. Though a member of the Chishtī Order, he was affiliated with the lesser Ṣābiriyya branch, not the dominant Niẓāmiyya branch. A skilled Persian prosodist, he nonetheless shows scant interest in Arabic, except for the usual familiar quotations. His real ‘second’ language is Sanskrit, from which he does translations into Persian.12 In a sense he seems to be as much the legatee of the emperor Akbar (1566-1605) as was Akbar’s great-grandson, Dārā Shikūh. It was Akbar who in 1582 made Persian the official government language of the Mughal empire. It was also Akbar who authorized and subsidized translations from Sanskrit into Persian. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, like Akbar and also like Dārā Shikūh, wanted to make Persian the bridge language between a nomothetic Islamic world shaped by distant scriptural sources and juridical norms and an Indian domain privileging local resources of myth, miracle, and magic. Many of ‘Abd al-Rahmān’s ‘heroes’, such as the two Simnānīs, ‘Alā’ al-Dawla and Ashraf Jahāngīr, Mu‘in al-Dln Chishtī, Gīsū-Darāz, Muhammad b. Ja‘far and Shāh Madār, accent the visionary and the miraculous. They are also peripatetic, traveling, or claiming to have traveled, to many parts of the Islamic world. ‘Abd al-Rahmān’s world-view cannot be strait-jacketed into one or another vision of Sufi metaphysics. It is more a kaleidoscope than a coherent system of thought. Praxis reigns over theory, anecdotes and poetry over metaphysical treatises.


In reviewing the progression of biographical writing among Indian Sufis, we rediscover the Persian legacy of all subcontinent Muslims. While the first efforts at biographical writing were launched in Arabic, they were continued and embellished in Persian. The models provided in Khurāsān and Isfahan proved useful in Hindustan, first during the Delhi Sultanate and then during the subsequent period of Mughal ascendancy. This literary production was restricted to elites, even when, as in the case of ‘Abd al-Rahmān, a biographer branched out from the ashrāf classes to include practices and beliefs common to ajlāf or non-elite Muslims.


The resulting picture is much more complicated than a simple diffusionist theory would allow. To understand the origins of Mughal Sufism, one must look again at the figures who are most often linked to its beginnings. Sixteenth and seventeenth century Indo-Persian Sufi adepts saw themselves as parts of a chain that extended back to the earliest period of Islamic history but had its strongest links during the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries when Persian Sufism crystallized its distinctive world view. Yet even those authors, like Dārā Shikūh and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Chishtī, who seem to share so much as Indo-Persian Sufi polymaths, have a radically different perception of their common past.


How does one account for such differences? At least, in part, one accounts for them by acknowledging that despite the spirit of tolerance that prevailed among Sufis there was a rivalry for spiritual excellence. It is not clear that Dārā Shikūh was irenic in his view of fellow Indo-Persian elites who claimed a different lineage to Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qādir Jīlānī. His search for a metaphysical unity between Hindu and Muslim world views may not have extended to finding a common ground for accepting all Sufis as spiritual equals. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, on the other hand, did feel that his quest was marked by a visionary union with all past saints, of his own and parallel lineages. In the long entry on Farid al-Dīn, for instance, he quotes from the Shattārī exemplar, Muhammad Ghawth (d. 969/1562), who wrote about a dream in which he found himself in one of the highest celestial realms. There he came face-to-face with Farid al-Dīn Ganj-i Shakar. Farid al-Dīn explained that he shared that station with three other saints: Bāyazīd, Junayd, and Dhū’l-Nūn!13 By such visionary accounts ‘Abd al-Raḥmān seeks to confirm his own vision that pre-Indian and Indian exemplars merge in their common striving to become heirs to the blessing of the Prophet Muhammad.


While the genre of tadhkiras offered saints such as ‘Abd al-Raḥmān a literary vehicle to demonstrate their imagination as well as their saintliness, his tadhkira underscores the extent to which Indo-Persian Sufism was dependent on its perception of its origins in struggling to account for its beginnings. The tradition of Persian Sufism flourished in the subcontinent because it could be simultaneously cosmopolitan and local. There was no single story of ancestry but many stories with a varying array of ancestors. The appropriation of saintly forebears, far from being uniform or incremental, depended on the narrator and his narrative strategies. The legacy of Indo-Persian Sufism was continually being reshaped as both an extension and a replacement of Persian antecedents. And not only in each period, in each region and in each Order. It was also reshaped to suit the temporal-spatial needs of particular adepts. In ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Chishtï we witness how a learned member of the Indo-Turani elite privileged the legacy of Persian Sufism at the same time as he transformed that legacy into a local narrative. His paramount need was, in Carl Ernst’s words, “to create a local sacred geography for Indian Islam.”14 By being local, his message was not divorced from extra-Indian territorial referents but it did reconfigure them to exalt the tastes and affirm the spiritual authority of his own Indian masters. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s, far from being a solitary quest, illumines how durative yet malleable is the legacy of Persian Sufism – beyond its formative period and also beyond the geographical limits of Iran.
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Persian Contributions to Sufi Literature in Arabic


Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani


In Islamic culture the word adab is employed in basically two senses. The first denotes ‘intellectual education and cultivation’ leading to the creation of a certain virtuous quality (malaka) within an individual, inhibiting one from indulgence in vices and improprieties and bringing one ultimately, both in act and deed, in public and private, to the highest reaches of learning and accomplishment. This type of a dab has also been referred to in diverse terms as respectively: tradition (sunna), asceticism (zuhd), ethics (akhlāq), discipline of the soul (adab-i nafs) and so on. Roughly speaking, one of the best and most concise ways of defining this aspect of adab is what was axiomatically referred to as the essence of human morality and proper behavior by the Persians during the pre-Islamic period, viz. ‘good thoughts, good words, and good deeds’ (pindār-i nīk, guftār-i nīk, kirdār-i nīk). One endowed with such adab is thus known as a ‘person of refinement, courtesy, and culture’ (Arabic: mu’addab, Persian: bā-adab). Religious creeds, philosophical doctrines and mystical teachings both east and west have also endeavoured to develop and perfect this type of culture or adab.


The second significance of the word is simply ‘learning’ (adab-i dars) or ‘literary lore’, ‘humanistic or literary studies’ (‘ilm-i adab), a person ‘cultured’ in this sense being described as a ‘man (or woman) of letters’ (adīb): from whence was derived both the adjective ‘literary’ (adabī) and the collective noun ‘literature’ (adabiyyāt).


Now, it should be emphasized that the Sufis in general, and Persian Sufis in particular, played a very important role in the development and expansion of both these types of adab in the Islamic world. So to simplify our discussion of the Persian Sufi contribution to the development of Arab Sufi adab, we may consider the first type of adab (ādāb-i nafs: tradition, asceticism, ethics, discipline of the soul)—as roughly equivalent to what is known as ‘practical Sufism’ (taṣawwuf-i ‘amalī), and the second type of adab (learning, literary lore, or literary studies) as corresponding to what is known as ‘Sufi literature’ and ‘speculative Sufism’ (taṣawwuf-i naẓarī).


Here, we should note that the Persian Sufis were among the first to set hand to pen and make substantial contributions to the development of Arabic literature (adab-i ‘arab) in respect to both of these branches mentioned above. Insofar as the ‘discipline of the soul’ (adab-i nafs) was first cited above and the oldest Sufi compositions generally concerned the exposition of this branch of ethical adab and practical Sufism, in what follows we will first examine the contributions made by Persian Sufis and ascetics to this field.


If we consider the Persians among the companions of the Prophet of Islam—such as Salmān Fārsl (d. 36/656),1 or those who belonged to the second generation of pious Muslims: the so-called ‘followers’ or tābïūn, such as Ḥabib ‘Ajamï (d. 156/772)—as the first Sufis, and this is indeed, the actual fact of the matter, a great deal of their noteworthy and pithy sayings are to be found in the extant literature of ethics, adab and biography. These sayings represent not only some of the finest examples of literary eloquence and style of their period, but also are key texts and primary sources in the science of the ‘discipline of the soul’ (ādāb-i nafs). However, since the actual composition of books and treatises did not occur until the end of the second/eighth century, no literary works from these early Sufis remain.


During this early period of the literary development of Islamic thought the first treatise to be composed on the ‘discipline of the soul’ was Al-Zuhd wa’l-raqā’iq by ‘Abdullāh ibn Mubārak Marwazī (118/736–181/797) of Khurāsān, a work divided into sixteen fascicles of one hundred and two chapters.2 ‘Abdullāh ibn Mubārak expounds and comments on traditions (ḥadīth) and works which served as guidelines for ascetics who observed strict discipline in following the Sufi path, explaining the various doctrines of ‘practical Sufism’. His book is not only the first text written on ‘practical Sufism’, but can also be considered as the earliest history of Sufism, since it contains descriptions of the exempla and dicta of eight of the most famous saints of early Islam, the chief founders of Islamic Sufism. These are mentioned as: Rabī ‘ibn al-Khaytham, Uways al-Qaranī, Harim ibn Ḥayyān, ‘Āmir ibn ‘Abd Qays, Abū Muslim Khawlānī, Masrūq ibn al-Ajda‘, Ḥasan al-Baṣri, and Aswad ibn Yazīd.


This famous Persian’s book had a profound impact, prompting many Islamic religious leaders and ascetics of the Sufi persuasion, as well as some of the foremost traditionists of the period, to adopt it as a model for their own thoughts and practice. In fact, through their imitation of this work a new chapter in Islamic theology was opened up: thus, only four years after Ibn Mubārak’s death, these scholars had each written their own books emulating his style, with titles such as Al-Zuhd or Al-Raqā’iq. It also prompted many of the eminent traditionists of the period to add separate chapters to their own collections of ḥadīth under the title of ‘asceticism’ (zuhd). Hence, one finds a separate chapter allocated to the subject of asceticism in the Saḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, the Saḥīḥ al-Tirmidhīf the Sunan al-Nasā’ī, and the Sunan Ibn Māja—dll of which were composed during this period. The importance of Ibn Mubārak’s book can also be deduced from the words of the great Ḥanbalite jurisprudent of the sixth/twelfth century, Ibn Taymiyya, who wrote, “One of the highest ranking books written on this subject is Al-Zuhd wa’l-raqā’iq by ‘Abdullāh ibn Mubārak.”3


By the same century, more than twenty books by the name of Al-Zuhd or Al-Raqā’iq—even including a work called Al-Zuhd by Ahmad ibn Hanbal, the founder of one of the four main legal schools in Islam—had been written in imitation of Ibn Mubārak’s work. Muḥammad ibn Ishaq Nadīm, author of Al-fihrist, a text which has been a staple reference source for scholars of the Islamic sciences for over a thousand years, indicates that Bishr ibn Ḥārith Ḥāfî (d. 227/842), the renowned Sufi from Merv in Khurāsān had also composed a book entitled Al-Zuhd, a work which considerably antedated Ibn Ḥanbal’s work on the same subject.


Featured in the fifth section of the fifth chapter (“Notices of the Devotees, Ascetics and Sufis”) of this same Al-Fihrist is also mention of compositions by such Persian Sufis as Yaḥyā ibn Mu’ādh Rāzī (from Ray, near modern-day Tehran, d. 258/871) and Sahl ibn ‘Abdullāh Tustarī (d. 273/887, from Shushtar in southwestern Iran), both contemporaries of Bishr Ḥāfî. Another Persian Sufi from Nīshāpūr—to whom ‘Aṭṭār was to give the sobriquet, the “Master of Khurāsān”—Aḥmad ibn Ḥarb (d. 234/848), also composed a book entitled Al-Zuhd.


Therefore, the first person to write a book on the ‘discipline of the soul’, (adab-i nafs) and ‘practical Sufism’ (taṣawwuf-i ‘amalī) was this same ‘Abdullāh ibn Mubārak of Khurāsān. Following in his footsteps the great Ḥārith ibn Asad Muḥāsibī of Baghdad (d. 243/857) compiled his Kitāb al-Ri ‘āya li-ḥuqūq Allāh as well as other long and short treatises such as Risāla al-qaṣd, Risāla al-a‘mal al-qalb wa al-jawāriḥ, Risāla al-makāsib and the Risāla al-‘aql.4


Muḥāsibī was one of the foremost intellectual luminaries of his age, at once mystic, scholar, theologian, and philosopher. Although his works should certainly be accounted amongst the earliest Arabic texts on Sufism, and include explanations and exposition of much Sufi technical terminology, such as self-examination (muḥāsaba), contemplation (murāqaba), fear (khawf), hope (rajā’), patience (ṣabr), contentment (riḍā’) and loving-kindness (maḥabba)—nonetheless, probably owing to the recent vogue enjoyed by such mystical terms and themes, he provides only very brief definitions of them. He does, however, frequently quote many of the older Persian Sufis, such as Ibn Mubārak, Ibrāhīm ibn Adham (d. 161/778), Fuḍayl ibn Tyāḍ (d. 187/803), Bishr Ḥāfî (d. 227/842), Muḥammad ibn Yūsuf Iṣfahānī, Shaqïq Balkhī (d. 194/810) and others, using their words to illustrate his ideas.


After Muḥāsibī and Aḥmad ibn Āṣim, many of the Sufis of Baghdad and Khurāsān, such as the ‘Leader of the Sufis’ Abū’l-Qāsim Junayd of Baghdad (d. 298/910, born in Nahāvand in Western Persia), Yaḥyā ibn Mu‘ādh of Ray, Saḥl Tustārī and Muhammad ibn Faḍl Balkhï also composed treatises on Sufism. Among such masters, Muhammad ibn ‘Alï al-Hakīm Tirmidhī (d. c. 295/908),5 the author of several comprehensive books6 on mystical gnosis and adab-i nafs should be mentioned. Tirmidhī was also an eminent scholastic theologian (mutakallim), having composed treatises and books on such themes of ‘divine Unity’ (tawḥīd), the ‘divine Essence and Attributes’ (dhāt, ṣifāt), as well as on ‘Friendship with God’ (walāya).


Nonetheless, because the scope of all these works was very limited, being devoted to the exposition of specific issues in Sufi gnostic thought, or else composed in the form of ‘epistles’ explaining particular matters which concerned only the author and his correspondent, none of them managed to give a thoroughgoing account of all the theoretical and practical principles of Sufism, and analyse in detail the various belief-systems and spiritual practices of the mystics. Hence, it was not until the fourth/tenth century when two eminent Persian Sufis, Abū Naṣr Sarrāj of Tūs (d. 378/988) and Abū Bakr Muhammad Kalābadhī7 of Bukhārā (d. 380/990), contemporaries of one other, wrote their respective classic manuals of Sufi doctrine: Al-Luma‘ and Al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-taṣawwuf that the principles of theoretical and practical Sufism became clearly delineated. It came to be said of Kalābadhī’s work, that ‘If it had not been for Al-ta‘arruf none would have known taṣaw-wuf.


Prior to the appearance of these two books, the dominant attitude of the Sufis towards themselves might have been summed up in two maxims: “Sufism is neither science nor tradition but rather, ethics (akhlāq)” (Abūl-Ḥusayn Khuräsäni),8 and “The Sufi cannot be qualified with descriptive attributes and customs” (Ibn Abī Sa‘dān Baghdādī).9 However, with the publication of these two books, Sufism was formally presented to Islamic society as a science and tradition inclusive of both discursive literary expressions (qāl) and direct spiritual experience (ḥal), possessed of a specific formal methodology suited to particular individuals’ private and social needs, while being beyond the capacity of certain others. It was also introduced as a spiritual path (ṭarīqat) which in every state and circumstance professed perfect adherence to Koranic principles and the Prophetic tradition or Sunna.


It was in these two books that for the first time Sufi beliefs concerning the Essence and Attributes of God was discussed in detail and in the same style as that employed by the scholastic theologians in their discussions. Kalābādhī, precisely in the fashion of an erudite theologian, first introduces and then establishes the veracity of his theories concerning the subject-matter of scholastic theology (Him al-kalām), before proceeding to discuss the states and stations of Sufism, expounding and putting the principles of the Sufis’ spiritual and ethical progression (sayr wa sulūk) on a scholastic basis. Abū Naṣr Sarrāj, on the other hand, in the Al-Luma devotes more space to discussion of the mystical states (ahwāl) and etiquette (ādāb), and is much less concerned with matters of a purely scholastic nature.


Many contemporary scholars of Islamic mysticism, Muslim and non-Muslim, Iranian and non-Iranian alike, while admitting that prior to the composition of these two books the Sufis did not possess a book which comprised the entire spectrum of their basic beliefs, intellectual tenets and spiritual disciplines, are nonetheless partisan to the notion that early Sufism consisted of two ‘schools’. These were known as the schools of Baghdad and Khurāsān.10 The former school propagated its doctrines by means of the pulpit and public religious assembly, and the latter made known its principles through the composition of books and treatises on Sufism. Due mainly to the latter school’s literary orientation, from the time of Kalābādhī and Sarrāj onwards, all the famous Sufis with literary aspirations did in fact belong to this ‘School of Khurāsān’, and it was these same Persian scholars who composed their fascinating treatises and comprehensive manuals on the principles and practices of Sufism, thus contributing to the richness of Arabic literature.
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