3. ECSTATIC READINGS IN SUFISM

The following presentation of Sufi discourse is essentially based on the same dis-
position as was used in the analysis of Syriac discourse, but the differences in the
contents and emphasis of the Sufi material bring about some changes in the
arrangement. The general characteristics concerning the nature and limitations of
language also apply to Arabic Sufi discourse, and so unnecessary repetition con-
cerning these is avoided as much as possible.

3.1. THE ENABLING CAUSE

Sufi literature provides plenty of allusions to particular methods. It is noteworthy
that, although usually not very detailed, they are not disparaged either. The Sufi
attitude towards human effort to promote the appearance of ecstasy will be
discussed further in chapter 3.3.2. First we shall take a look at the general
enabling methods that correlate with the experience but not necessarily with
actual causality.

3.1.1. General Methods

The Sufi setting is entirely different from the monastic context of the Syriac
scrolls. Rather than remote hermit cells, the practical context is usually commu-
nal: the participants in Sufi gatherings live in the “world”. The practice of solitude
does exist as a temporary method, but interestingly, the difference (or any specu-
lation on the relation) between these two radically divergent contexts is not
presented in our corpus in relation with mystical experiences.

The general term for all exertion to produce ecstasy (wajd) is tawdjud, a
derivative of the corresponding ecstatic root W.JD. According to Hujwiri’s defini-
tion, fawajud is “taking pains to produce wajd’.! Qulayri defines tawajud as
“petitioning of ecstasy through some kind of free will”.? Jilani, too, recognises

Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 415.

2 Qusayri: Risala, 61. ;Laa¥l e i aall cleasl .
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that ‘spiritual ecstasy’ (wajd al-rithaniyya) usually comes by means of exterior
influences and stimuli.?

The other side of the matter, however, is that when ecstasy is an intent of
determined efforts, the outcome is not spontaneous and the subject’s attention
may be distracted to various forms at the expense of content. Hujwiri states that a
merely outward tawdjud, which is imitation of outer movements and methodical
dance, is “absolutely unlawful”.# Niffari offers striking criticism of the nature of
ecstasy produced by recitation of the Qur’an: “The (divine) word turns into ecsta-
sy (wajd), but using the word to induce ecstasy turns unto the raptures induced by
words.”™

Generally speaking, the ascetic attitude of life is a kind of indirect cause
behind the ecstatic phenomena, but in the textual discourse the causality between
ascetic practices and actual ecstasy is not expressed in very clear terms. This is
not entirely by chance. Hujwiri states as his own view that “although mortifica-
tions are excellent, intoxication and rapture cannot be acquired at all”, the mean-
ing being that an experience cannot be a product of human effort if it is supposed
to be a real experience.

This provides some elucidation as to why the methods are not explained in
great detail in the present corpus. In literary discourse the stress is placed on the
ideal nature of the experience and on the purity of the motives leading to it. All
actions in the mystical life should take place for the sake of God alone, surely not
for the sake of the activities themselves. Authors who emphasise this, like Niffari,
have a constant “de-methodologising” tendency in their discourse. Niffari’s divine
subject may even exhort: “How could you be with me, when you are (occupied)
between ‘descending’ (nuziil) and ‘ascending’ (su ‘id)™

The first prerequisite of the experience, in logical order, takes place before
the actual ecstatic methods: one should of course learn to know what to do and
what kind of obstacles to remove. This is, generally speaking, where Sufi instruc-
tion and discipline is needed. “Who knows the veil, is near to the unveiling”.’
This is connected with a basic requisite mentioned by Niffari: since the mystical
experience takes place in the psychological dimension one must first know it. “If
you do not know who you are, you do not belong to the people of my mystical
knowledge (‘ahl ma'rif).”8 Self-knowledge, however, is subjective and thereby a

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 415.

Niffari: Mawagif, 34:5 (Arberry’s translation slightly altered).
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Niffari: Mawagif, 14:9; cf. Niffari: Mukhatabat, 14:1.
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matter of practice and personal direction, and consequently the textual corpus
does not directly discuss it to a large extent in relation to the mystical experience.
And in any case it is a kind of implicit prerequisite: at the moment of the experi-
ence itself, one’s ‘self-experience’ must be set aside.’

In logical order, the next enabling cause that is required would be acceptance
of the experience. This somewhat obvious aspect is implicitly present in the dis-
course. It is not, however, taken as a subject of independent exploration in the dis-
course which, according to what we might call a “Semitic paradigm”, puts more
stress on God’s might than on the individual’s responsibility. Niffari, however, in
his chapter on ‘choice’ (ikhtiyar) portrays this feature as if he was illuminating it
from various perspectives, all the while implicitly, however. “I have planted at
every gate a tree and a spring of cool water, and I have made you to thirst”!0 —
what is required is acceptance.

Contemplation, or a contemplative attitude, is certainly an important factor
behind the experience; it is usually implicitly present in the discourse. Junayd,
however, declares boldly that “If a man says allah without first experiencing con-
templation (musahada), he is a liar.”!! Junayd’s idea is that God as an entity, as
an “object”, is so different from all other objects that he must be approached in a
way which is correspondingly unique. This is a basic aspect in ‘contemplation’,
which is, however, a wider phenomenon. A functional way to define it is to state
that in contemplation one sees all things through (one’s conception of) God, or
that one sees God in all and before all. According to Niffari, God has “friends
who do not see except through Him”.!2 Contemplation (Sahada), unlike vision,
implies some knowledge.!?

3.1.2. Specific Methods

What then is one to do in practice? This question, a most interesting one, is given
relatively little and non-systematic attention in the present texts, partly because
the subject is more a matter of practical instruction. Evidently one is supposed to
pray. Islamic ritual prayer, however, is more a matter of sobriety and hence not

Niffari: Mukhatabat, 24:27. eiie olaai walls ol doay oing So

“Between Me and you is your self-experience (wajduka bika): cast it away, and I will veil
you from yourself.”

10 Niffari: Mawagif, 50:15.

I Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, 75; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 97.

12 Niffari: Mawagif, 27:10-11.

13 Niffari: Mawagif, 36:44; of. Mukhatabat, 27:1-2.
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mentioned in our corpus as a cause of mystical experience.!* Yet prayer in the
general sense is counted among the prerequisites. Niffari’s divine subject urges:
“Pray to me with your heart, and I will reveal to you the pleasure in prayer.”!?

Yet on the other hand, in the sensitive world of man’s inner dimension,
praying, as a verbal activity, may also be a hindrance to mystical experience.
When the sense of the presence of supernatural power is intense, one should pay
no attention to thoughts that suggest that one should start petitioning, which
would be essentially a pursuit of the state that was already at hand. The position is
described by Kalabadhi in the following story:

God'’s nearness (qurb allah) cut me off from the (desire to) petition God (sual allah).
Then my soul contended with me, that I should petition God, but I heard a voice say-
ing: “After you have found God, do you petition another than God?”16

For this reason, prayer is not presented as a logical postulate of mystical experi-
ence; it rather belongs to the context from which the experiences arise.

As examples of specific tawgjud Hujwiri gives some meditative practices
such as representing to one’s mind the bounties and evidences of God, thinking of
union (ittisal) and of the practices of holy men, and the recitation of the Qur’an.!”
The latter is for Sufis even more important than the Psalter for Christian monks,
due to the different understanding of revelation. For Sufis the mere listening to
God’s speech is a sacramental experience, for it is where the transcendent God is
brought near to the human level, and accordingly the one who recites the Qur’an
in a sense becomes a mouthpiece of God through whom His eternal word moves.
The specific methods mentioned by Jilani include recitation of the Qur’an “with a
beautiful voice”, the chanting of poetry and the special Sufi ritual of dhikr.!8

Niffari, on the other hand, seems to be in opposition with his negative
remarks concerning those who want to stay up all night in prayer reciting all the
sections of the Qur’an but do not really pray. Niffari’s point is that the concentra-
tion on the rosaries and verses and other methods that are more or less separate
entities disconnected from the rest of man’s existence are not able to guarantee
genuine mystical experiences.!?

On the contrary, we are told that ecstatic states may cease for the time of ritual prayers.

Qusayri: Risala, 66.

15 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 9:2.5,Lall 5 e 5,5 oo ol Gadh oz, J Je

16 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 115. Slightly altered from Arberry’s translation (Doctrine of
the Sufis, 153).

17 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 394-396, 415.

18 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

19 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 50:1.
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The most interesting details on the matter are revealed in the discourse of
Niffari, in spite of the cryptic character of his verses. Among the enabling causes
in the psychological dimension perhaps the most important is concentration,
which may be seen as an outgrowth of meditation, a dynamic culmination of the
contemplative attitude. According to Niffari, one should consider one’s ‘attention’
(hamm) and ‘heart’ (galb) as if they were ‘faces’ (wajh) that one is supposed to
turn wholly towards the experience.2’ The divine subject of Niffari’s discourse
urges one to beware of paying attention to any kind of thought that occurs, not to
mention closer dealings with them. “When you stay before me, everything will
call you: beware of paying attention to it in your heart, for if you pay attention to
it, it is as if you had answered to it.”2! Concentration means that one sets aside
one’s expectations?? and does not accept any discursive thoughts during prayer
but rather concentrates on the motion of one’s heart, seeking divine assistance
from it, and continues to recollect God during the sense of his absence so that no
other things might arise to disturb the forthcoming experience.??

When knowledge ( 'ilm) with all its conditions (jawami ) calls you at the time of prayer,
and you answer it, you are separated from me (infasalta 'anni).”24

The process of concentration also applies during the acceptance of the experience
itself: Niffari advises one to ‘summon’ to oneself as many qualities of experience
as possible and resort to those that one experiences as ‘responding’ most forcibly.

Experience the experience (wajd) of presence, in whatever quality the experience
(wajd) may come to you. If the qualities avoid you, summon them, and the things
qualified by them, to your experience. If they respond to you, well; otherwise, flee to
the quality in which you experience the experience of presence.

Complete concentration is the logical postulate cf the quality of totality present in
the experience. Concentration also means that when the experience is about to

20 Niffari: Mawagif, 74:21.
21 Niffari: Mawagif, 24:2.
22 Niffari: Mukhdtabat, 48:1.
2 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 4:5,7.
24 Niffari: Mawagif, 24:3.
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The nuances of the verbs used here are noteworthy: ‘summoning’ is expressed with the verb

da'a which means to ‘call’, but often in a very causative sense: ‘call forth’, ‘cause’,
‘provoke’; ‘responding’ is expressed with istajaba, stem X of jaba. Niffari: Mawagif, 72:14.
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come, unreserved surrender is required. Niffari’s instructions are: “Experience the
experience of presence in whatever quality the ecstasy may come to you.”26

The remembrance of God, dhikr, the Islamic version of mantra practices, is
the most important form of rawajud. The verb dhakara signifies remembering,
recalling, and hence reminding, mentioning. Dhikr has a corresponding double
meaning, concrete mentioning and mental remembering. If these aspects are
understood as separate entities, the inner one is naturally seen as the more impor-
tant. According to Qusayri, vocal remembrance or repetition (dhikr al-lisan) leads
to inner remembrance (dhikr al-galb), which in the widest sense is continual
remembrance, unceasing orientation towards God.?’ Jilani agrees that the dhikr of
language is the first step towards inner states of dhikr.28 The inner dhikr is credit-
ed with the fact that it is not restricted to time or place.?’

Kalabadhi differentiates three levels in dhikr depending on whether it deals
with remembering the one remembered, (dhikr al-galb, ‘recollection of the
heart”), recollecting the attributes of the One remembered, (dhikr awsaf al-
madhlkiir) or ‘contemplation of the One remembered’ (Suhiid al-madhkir).3°

Shadhili gives four meanings for dhikr:

(1) Act of remembering (portion of the common people).
(2) Object of remembrance (punishment or bliss etc.).
(3) Dhikr that evokes one’s remembrance concerning

(a) good things from God,

(b) evils due to the lower self,

(c) evils due to the Adversary and

(d) evils created by God.
(4) Dhikr that causes one to be remembered by God.3!

The most common phrases in practising dhikr are subhan allah (‘Praise the
Lord”), allahu akbar (‘God is greater’), /a-ilaha-illa-liah (“There is no God but
God’) and al-hamdu lillah (‘Thanks to God”) and the simple invocation allah,

26 Niffari: Mawagif, 72:14. sa sl dels 3aa e sallanyaa

27 Quiayri: Risala, 221-223; Principles of Sufism, 207-209.

28 Jilani: Sirr al-dsrar, 80-81; Secret of Secrets, 45 (for details, see p. 242). The difference bet-
ween inner and outer dhikr is also stepless in practice: the tongue may move but without the
voice, which is often regarded as the third main type of mantra technique alongside the silent
one and the one uttered aloud. It is also to be remembered that the practice of dhikr is not
restricted to mystics alone but is characteristic of Muslims in general.

29 Qusayri: Risala, 223 (ir. Principles of Sufism, 209).

30 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 76; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 98. Kalabadhi bases the
divisions on the writings of Ibn ‘Ata.

31 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 163.
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allah. These may be repeated a thousand times a day, for example.32 The twelve
names that are supposed to be invoked in the inner dhikr are la-ilaha-illa-llah,
allah, ha (‘He"), hagq (‘Truth’), hayy (‘Life”), gayyim (‘Self-existing’), gahhar
(‘Subduer’), wahhab (‘Donor’), fattah (‘Opener’), wahid (‘the Only One’), ahad
(‘One’), samad, (‘Eternal’).33

In the practise of dhikr the most important thing is to concentrate one’s
thoughts intensively, so that ultimately dhikr is the only attribute of which one is
aware. “Real recollection consists in forgetting all but the one recollected.”* This
may, according to Hujwiri, lead to a kind of ecstasy in which one speaks some-
thing not resulting from one’s own thought.33 On the other hand, the repetition of
even the best formula (/@-ilaha-illa-llah), according to Sayf al-Din, does not lead
the common people to the highest degrees “even if they have heard it from a
sheikh who is the possessor of governing control” unless it happens out of an un-
tainted conviction.3®

The importance of dhikr has been expressed with maxims like “No one
reaches God except by continual dhikr”37 “Sufism is dhikr with concentration”
(Junayd)38 and justified with a Qur’anic commandment.3® According to Hujwiri’s
explanation derived from (or into!) salvation history, all the prophets had their
own spiritual stations (magam) and that of Muhammad was dhikr.*® In this way
dhikr becomes a subject of its own in the Sufi discourse. The importance of the

32 3o Makhluf al-Qaba’ili in Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Ardalusia, 123. Qusayri: Risala, 221 (tr.
Principles of Sufism, 206). Al-Tustari (d. 896) used allahu Sahidi, ‘God is my witness’.
(Béwering 1999, 60.)

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 108, 115-116; the twelve names are given by Bayrak in Secret of

Secrets, 77, 85-86.

Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 74; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 95; Hujwiri: Kashf al-

Mahjab, 254.

35 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 254.

36 Chittick 1992, 147. Chittick also stresses that usually there is nothing unusual about dhikr (p.

173).

Quiayri: Risala, 221 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 207). The sentence also shows the wide

meaning of dhikr as a general term for orientation towards God.

38 Qusayri: Risala, 281 (ir. Principles of Sufism, 304).

39 Qur'an 33:41 (va ‘ayyuha-lladhina ‘amanii-dhkuri-llaha dhike™ kathir™; literally “O you
who believe, recollect God with a great recollection”.) For example, Qu3ayri begins his
chapter on dhikr with this sentence. (Yet Abdullah Yusuf Ali translates: “O ye who believe!
Celebrate the praises of Allah, and do this often™.)

40 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 371. “The station of Adam was repentance (fawbar) that of Noah
was renunciation (zuhd), that of Abraham was resignation (tas/zm), that of Moses was contri-
tion (inabat), that of David was sorrow (huzn), that of Jesus was hope (ragja), that of John

(the Baptist) was fear (khawy), and that of our Apostle was praise (dhikr).” (Translation
Nicholson’s.)

33

34

37
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mantra practice is implicitly connected with the belief in the power of the word,
common in the thought of Semitic religions, in which the world is believed to
have been created by the word (kalima) of God, so that there is a kind of ontologi-
cal kinship between speech and the world.*!

The numerous praises of dhikr in Sufi literature, however, encounter a pecul-
iar but sublime counterbalance in the works of Niffari, who makes somewhat
arrogant remarks about a state where the reiteration of dhikr is no longer neces-
sary.

The recollection of Me in the vision of Me is an outrage.42

If you recollect Me in vision, you are veiled by your recollection.43

For Niffari the practice of dhikr is a veil, albeit the most elected thing that God
has manifested.** He prefers a total, existential dhikr: “Remember me in every-
thing, and I will remember you in everything.”*>

However, Niffari does offer some practical advice as well. He urges one to
turn one’s soul (or self, nafs) to an ‘encounter’ (liga’) of God once or twice every
day, casting away all external things, and meeting him alone. This takes place
through guarding one’s heart, which enables one to keep one’s attention under
control, and then turning to God in the ‘endings of prayers’ (adbar al-salawat) or
once a day and once a night.*® One should turn one’s attention from one’s own
practice to the bountiful guidance of God, from cognition (‘ilm) to forgiveness
(‘afw).4?

The collective application of dhikr, that is sama', ‘hearing’ is a phenomenon
the nature of which it is impossible to express in a single word. The basic meaning
of the term refers to the hearing of God as the individual’s act, and as a technical
term, general in Sufi use, to a special gathering of ecstatic music, a Sufi session.

The most detailed description of the ritual sama” is to be found in Hujwiri’s
Kasf al-Mahjib. The principles of his rules run as follows: Firstly, one should not
practice samd ' habitually by custom, but only so seldom that one does not lose
one’s reverence for it. Secondly, sama' should not be set out according to one’s
own will, but instead it should be practised when it comes by itself. Thirdly, a

41 E.g. Burckhardt 1976, 100.

42 Niffari: Mawagif, 23:6.

43 Niffari: Mukhatabar 30:11. True to his all-challenging approach, however, Niffari does state
elsewhere that “the true servant is he who rests in the dhikr of God” (Mukhatabat, 20:3).

44 Niffari: Mawagif, 49:2.

45 Niffari: Mawagif, 33:27.

46 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:42-45.

47 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:42-46.
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spiritual director should be present. Fourthly, sama " should not be practised in the
presence of outsiders, “the common people”. Fifthly, the singer should be a
respectable person free of worldly thoughts. Sixthly, the aim of sama " must not be
amusement. All artificial efforts should be put aside, and one should not exceed
the proper bounds until the sama " itself manifests its power. The participant must
have the ability to distinguish strong natural impulses from real ecstasy (wajd),
which is meant to be followed, not repelled. Ecstasy must not be opposed when it
is intensifying; nor should it be revived or stimulated when it is declining. During
ecstasy one is not allowed to expect help from anyone, but if it is offered, it
should not be refused. Seventhly, during the sama" it is forbidden to direct any
disturbing comments, questions, estimations or applause to the singer or to anyone
— this remark obviously applies to those not in an ecstatic state themselves. And
lastly, beginners especially must be careful (even neglect the whole practice, as
some maintain) because of the dangers posed by disturbing elements like women
watching the scene “on the roofs or elsewhere”.*3

From sama’ we are able to shift smoothly to the most troublesome ecstatic
method, that of dance (rags). Our Sufi sources are somewhat irritated concerning
rags, since it is in practice the most famous and best-known method, but from the
theoretical and theological point of view it is a most peripheral aspect. Kalabadhi
and Qusayri do not treat it at all; Hujwiri has a short, somewhat fretful chapter on
dancing. According to him, dancing belongs entirely outside both Islamic law and
Sufism.

Dancing (rags) has no foundation either in the religious law or in the path. [...] Since
ecstatic movements and the practices of those who endeavour to induce ecstasy (Pers.
ahl-i tawdjud) resemble it, some frivolous imitators have indulged in it immoderately
and have made it a religion. I have met with a number of common people who adopted
Sufism in the belief that it is this (dancing) and nothing more.4?

Jilani has the same position. He lists eleven heretical sects, six of which attempt to
reach ecstasy through dancing, singing, shouting or hand-clapping; some of them
also claim that the state to be reached is beyond the jurisdiction of religious law,
and still others practise gazing at beautiful faces, do not see any difference bet-
ween the sexes or favour free sexual relations.>

Solitude is not presented as a decisive key to the world of experience, as the
formation of Sufi ecstasy is basically social in character. Even during seclusion

48 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 418-420.
49 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 416.
50 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 140-141; Secret of Secrets, 117-118.
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the idea is to participate in the common prayers in a mosque five times a day.!
The function of concrete methods of retreat (khalwa) and seclusion (‘uzla) is the
inner purification which in turn functions as a prerequisite of the experience,
although logically speaking, it is not an absolutely necessary requirement, due to
the “own coming” of the experience. Seclusion, spiritual exercise (riyada), silence
(samt) and perseverance in dhikr purify the inner being and hence “the repression
of outer sensation opens the inner qualities”.52 An explicit causal connection
between seclusion and mystical experience, however, is very seldom mentioned in
the texts. Niffari’s divine subject does bid: “Go forth to the empty desert, and sit
alone, until I see you.”>> (Niffari and his admiration of solitary experiences, how-
ever, is a somewhat exceptional case in the present corpus.) Shadhili mentions as
a result of khalwa ‘unveiling’ (kasf al-ghita’), descent of mercy, experience of
true love and veracity (sidg) in speech.>* “Some are provided drink without an
intermediary.”>> Jilani mentions as the advantages of seclusion the enlightening of
the heart and the reformation of the ego, caused by silence and spiritual exercise,
but counterbalances this immediately by stating that the way is not one’s own, but
that of the Prophet and of those who follow him.5¢

More than seclusion, however, the sources emphasise the necessity of a
spiritual guide (mursid).>’ Abu Yazid is reputed as having said: “He who has no
sheikh has Satan for his sheikh.”>® The intermediary may be an angel, learned
man or a saint.>? The role of the Sufi community, however, appears in the texts
mainly implicitly or indirectly. For example, the ‘circles of remembrance’
(majalis al-dhikr) are likened to ‘meadows of Paradise’ (riyad al-janna).®° The

ST Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 98; Secret of Secrets, 127. Chapter 21 gives a detailed description of the
midnight prayers that the one in seclusion is supposed to perform. The fixed number of
certain prayers (e.g. 100) intimates the use of the rosary.

52

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 121, 124; cf. Secret of Secrets, 93, 95. According to QuSayri, the right
motive for seclusion is not to hide oneself from the evil of the world, but rather to save others
from one’s own evil. Quiayri: Risala, 101-102 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 19-20.) For anec-
dotes in favour of khalwa and ‘uzla, see ibid, 101-104 (tr. 19-24) and Kalabadhi, Kitab al-
Ta'arruf, 111; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 147.

53 Niffari: Mawagif, 50:10.

o Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 114.

* Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 144.

56 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 124-125; Secret of Secrets, 95.

5T E.g. Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 85, 102, 115, 135; Secret of Secrets, 50, 71, 85, 112.
58 Anonymous Sufi text from the 13th century. Chittick 1992, 1992, 55.

39 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 144.

60 Qusayri: Risala, 222 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 208).
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main line of Sufism is social in character, and khalwa remains merely a temporal
method that belongs primarily to the early stages of the path.6!

It is of course difficult to say anything exact concerning the relationship bet-
ween the two ideals. Yet they may be harmonised by stating that the ideal is to be
outwardly with men and distant from them inwardly.5? The seventy-one Sufis
introduced by Ibn ‘Arabi include one sitting on the top of a mountain, one who
remained 60 years in his house “without leaving it once” and still another who
withdrew to the wilderness seeking solitude,®* but these are mentioned more as
exceptional cases, albeit admired, the main line of Sufism being more collective in
character.

We may also note the ideal of staying awake. Yet the practice, an extreme
one, is very seldom dealt with in the sources of the present study, and when it
does occur, the question is expressed in quite a sophisticated way, based on the
somewhat technical questioning of the literary Sufi discourse. Hujwiri discusses
the question on quite an abstract level: why do other Sufis advise novices to avoid
sleeping as far as possible and would not allow “the lover sleep or rest by day or
night”, but others consider sleep as a gift of God and even encourage their novices
to constrain themselves to sleep?%*

However, actual wakefulness is considered to be one of the ideal pursuits,
partly because of the early hour of the Islamic moming prayer. Ibn ‘Arabi, for
example, mentions with reference to a sheikh who was “almost free from sin” that
he “would sometimes sleep the whole night through, which caused me doubts
regarding his spiritual effort.”®> According to Hujwiri, some sheikhs regarded
sleep as a state resembling death, and therefore considered “not permissible for a
novice to sleep except when he is overpowered by slumber”. Others, however,
considered sleep as a state of innocence or even “God’s act towards us” (Junayd),

61 some examples in Ibn ‘Arabi’s hagiography show the ideal of modesty in communication.

Sufis who lived in society could, for example, keep “aloof from men and maintain long
periods of silence” (Sufis of Andalus, 124), and another “was never the first to speak and
only answered when it was really necessary” (ibid, 92). Al-Rundi is reported to have “kept to
the mountains and coasts and avoided the inhabited areas for nearly thirty years.” (ibid.,
116).

62 Qusayri: Risala, 102; Principles of Sufism, 20.

63 Sitting on the mountain was not continual but only one of the practices he was known for.

Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalus, 118, 87, 126.

Junayd’s answer is that sleep is to be preferred since it is God’s gift, independent of the
human will, and his acts towards man. On this point Junayd is exceptionally in agreement
with the principles of drunken Sufism. Others consider sleep as a veil since it is not needed
in Paradise. Both views are supported with miscellaneous, mainly apocryphal, anecdotes.
Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 352-354.

65 Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalus, 111 (for praying in the night, see also p. 140).
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and thereby held that a novice may sleep at will and even constrain himself to
sleep.66

Finally, we may note here that age does not necessarily set any limitations to
achieving ecstatic states, as is revealed by the following incident:

He had a daughter under one year of age. So influenced was she by his spiritual state
that when the brethren had attended for the Invocation and had formed a large circle,
she would jump down from her mother’s lap and stand in the middle of the circle on
her legs. At such times ecstasy would overcome her (Ibn ‘Arabi).ﬁ-‘r

3.2. EXPRESSION

If one wishes to find descriptions of the experience itself, what it is and what it
feels like, the Sufi sources give surprisingly few “direct” descriptions. The
emphasis of the discourse takes its character from the more theoretical stages
presented below.

As we have seen before, there is no established, permanent vocabulary to
express the ecstatic experience, and the creation of such terminology cannot take
place without theorisation that is inevitably more or less incommensurable. The
problem is definitely comprehended by the Sufis themselves. The following say-
ings are attributed to al-Makki:

Ecstasy does not admit of explanation, because it is a secret between God and the true
believers. Let men seek to explain it as they will, their explanation is not that secret,
inasmuch as all human power and effort is divorced from the Divine mysteries.68

There is no explanation for the nature of ecstasy (kayfivyat al-wajd), for it is a secret of
God among firm believers (al-mu'minin al-miginin).

This is even more the case when the non-linguistic experience is silent in its mani-
festation and even in its methods. According to Hujwiri, the one who possesses a
state (hal), becomes silent in tongue, and its reality is proclaimed in his works
instead. “To ask about hal is absurd, since hal is the annihilation of speech.”70
The verbal reality divides the mental reality into apparently distinct sections
in a way that may be misleading or insufficient. Therefore, concentration on the
experience itself diminishes concentration on its expression. Niffari states plainly

86 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 351-352.

7 Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalus, 109. However, the end of the story reads: “She died before she
was weaned” (sic).

68 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 138.

69 Sulami, 202 (§5); Adab al-muliik, 134.

70 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 369-370.
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that “the more the vision (ruya) increases, the more the expression ( ibdra) de-
creases.””! The sensitivity of the matter is shown by the fact that the character of
mystical experience may be reversed if the subject concentrates on the discursive
aspect. According to Niffari, if the state of concentration takes place on the verbal
level, it is actually separation.”?

Moreover, language itself is limited in expressing absolute truths because of
its instability. Niffari expresses this quite modern idea sublimely by stating that
“people of names are people of shadow™.”

But on the other hand, semantic insufficiencies do not put an end to the
discussion, which is allusive in intention. Mystical discourse is essentially non-
reaching by character, always tending to point further. One indicator of this is that
Niffari proceeds to declare that it is not only language (kalam) but also silence
(samt) that can function as a veil during the mystical experience.”*

Mystical language operates in a twofold tension field. On the one hand, it is
bound to be insufficient, due to its operation with unlimited and indefinite entities,
the connotations of which are constituted on a subjective basis. And on the other
hand, the terms are universal in form: they are the same for all users and recipi-
ents, and this common form may easily delude one into thinking that one has
grasped its meaning in its pure or full form. The misleading character of language
is disclosed various times by Niffari in maxims like “expression is a veil” (al-
‘ibara sitr)’®, “speech is a veil” (al-gawl hijab)’® or “letter is a veil” (al-harf
hijab). T’

Entanglement in human language and the outlines produced by it also support
the tendency, psychologically very natural, to project human qualities and one’s
own conceptions onto the mystical reality. Niffari is again well aware of the
danger. His divine subject announces: “My attributes ( ‘awsaft) which are support-

ed by expression ( ‘ibara) are in a sense your attributes”.’8

71 Niffari: Mawagif, 28:2. Ru’ya is for Niffari a wide concept that does not imply actual visual
apparitions.

72 Niffari: Mawagif, 33:3-4. “How long will you be concentrated by nothing but words
(agwal)? [...] If you are concentrated by other than Me, you are separated so long as you are
concentrated.”

73 Niffari: Mawagif, 67:10. Jill Jal Lot Jal

T4 Niffari: Mawagif; 28:10. The experience in this case is ‘vision’ (ru 'ya).

75

Niffari: Mawagif, 28:3. 5w 3,Lall
76 Niffari: Mawagif, 20:15.

77 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:2, 67:2.

78 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:18.
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3.2.1. Analytical Expression

The whole Sufi discourse takes place in some kind of relation to the mystical
experience, in the broad sense of the term. In order to find a description in which a
case of actual ecstasy, an actual ecstatic experience, has been designated analyti-
cally, one should first unravel what “ecstasy” is in Arabic, regardless of Sufism,
and then proceed by differentiating the symbolic terms in Sufi terminology (and
there are about a dozen of them’®). This is, however, a very tricky question. It is
in fact doubtful whether there ever was any literal discussion about “ecstasy” in
Arabic before the era of Sufism.

Besides, the whole question is perhaps formulated inaccurately. If the inner
states have no fixed criteria of identity, the hunt for “exact equivalents” will
remain fruitless. And to be more exact: to what one should look for an equivalent?
Should the starting-point be the Greek ékotaois? Or perhaps the Syriac temha?

If this be the case, we are fortunate to have access to the portions of the
oldest surviving manuscript of the Arabic New Testament, Mt. Sinai Arabic
Codex 151, which dates back to 867 AD, slightly predating our Sufi corpus. The
fact that it was translated from Syriac by a man who could make comparisons
with the Greek original 80 actually provides us with the Arabic equivalent of both
éxataals and temha. Perhaps a little surprisingly, the translator chose to translate
temha (éxotaols) as sahw, the basic meaning of which is ‘inattentiveness’,
‘absent-mindedness’. But does this choice tell of the equivalence of concepts or of
the difficulty faced by the translator? The usual classical Arabic usage of sahw in
fact refers more to inattention in the sense of negligence than to ecstatic states.
Fortunately, the text is provided with a note, most likely by the translator himself,
where we are given an analytical definition of the muystical experience that is
expressed by ekotaois in Greek, femha in Syriac, and sahw in Arabic:

it makes the person free from his thoughts which generally come to him; and it gathers
all his thought, and snatches his mind, and he sees distant absent matters as though they
are near and present. And this is like the absent-mindedness (saAw) which fell upon
Adam and Abraham.8!

7 These include sukr, wajd, Surb, dhawgq, ‘adhb, sama’, fana’, ghayba, jadhba, hal, ghalaba,

lum'a — depending on the context and the tradition of interpretation.

80 The translator Bidr ibn al-SirrT, an East Syrian, made the translation in Damascus during

Ramadan, 253 AH (867 AD). His knowledge of Greek, as well as his extensive knowledge
of theology, and even of Greek mythology, is apparent from the remarks in the margins,
which are most probably by him.
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According to the definition, the experience consists of four characteristic features:
(1) discharge of ordinary discursive mental activity, (2) a concentrating effect, (3)
a sense of the more rapid, smoother motion of consciousness, as I see the basic
idea of being snatched, and (4) the prophetic quality of clairvoyance. The defini-
tion is, of course, focused on the prophetic character of the particular experience
in question (Acts 10:10). It may also be asked whether the giver of the description
really knows of ecstasy from his own experience or whether he derived the
qualities by reasoning (most likely) or from scme other source. But in any case
the very decision to attach an explanation is already an indication of the difficulty
faced by the translator here.

The choice of sahw, however, did not gain permanent acceptance in the
Christian tradition, neither did it gain favour in the Sufi parole — even though it
would have provided a nicely rhyming counterpart to sahw, ‘sobriety’. In the later
version of the Arabic Bible3? ékotacis is translated as ghayba, which in its most
literal sense denotes absence; the most recent translations have ghaybiiba, a word
often translated as ‘trance’, or a whole sentence ghibtu ‘an wa'yr, “I went off from
my consciousness”, the closest classical parallel to which in the present classical
corpus is Junayd’s ghayba ‘an hali, literally “absence from my state”, but to be
translated simply ‘ecstasy’.3? The Arabic version of Isaac of Nineveh has a very
good equivalent for temhd, the Arabic dhuhil which signifies ‘perplexity’, ‘daze’,
‘stupor’, ‘amazement’, but this concept does not occur in Sufi vocabulary .34
Moreover, the Oxford Dictionary gives three Arabic equivalents for ecstasy, all
different from the ones above: ibtihaj, the primary meaning of which is literally
‘joy’, tarab, an expression of strong emotion, either joy or sorrow®>, and naswa,

Boenlall To,allS Lol asedl ¥l goay iy hing o)lSH pea pasa

pedly pal (e a3y 2l sgeally at 1y Mt Sinai Arabic Codex 151 II, 25.
(Translation by Staal, 26.) The same choice (sahw) is also made when £koTaols occurs in
less ecstatic contexts (Acts 3:10). In 11:5 and 22:17 the concept of ecstasy is omitted, as in
the Peshitta.

The early history of the Arabic translations of the New Testament is somewhat obscure, but
the version edited by Staal was hardly the first one. The documented versions include the 9th
—10th century Jewish versions of the Old Testament, as well as the 16th-century manuscripts
of both testaments in St. Petersburg, and the Arabic versions included in 17th-century Paris
and London polyglots. The Arabic manuscripts have not been exhaustively investigated since
they are not among the most relevant for textual criticism. The first printed edition of the
Arabic Bible was published in Rome in 1671, followed by Protestant (London, 1822) and
Catholic reprints. I have used a reprint of the 19th-century Protestant edition.

83 junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 79; Zachner 1960, 219.

82

84  The translation is a more recent version of Isaac by Ishaq ‘Atallah. The version is
abbreviated, and in fact the most ecstatic points of the discourse are among the sections
omitted. Ishaq al-Suryant: Naskiyyat, 18.

85

This peculiar mode of expression is typical of the Semitic languages, especially Arabic,
portraying the intensity of feeling, not its ‘colour’, resulting in two opposite meanings.
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which seems to be the least symbolic and therefore perhaps the most analytical
concept of the three.

However, the Glossary of Sufi Technical Terms by al-Qasani does not men-
tion any of these! Naswa, in fact, never did become a part of Sufi vocabulary. This
can be illustrated with the example given by E. Homerin. The first verse is an
original secular poem composed by the legendary wine poet Abu Nuwas (d. 813),
and the second version is from Qusayri, who quotes it in the chapter on sahw and
sukr.

It naSwatani wa-lin-nudmani wahidatun

Say un khusistu biht baynahumii wahdi, 36

li sakratd@ni wa-lin-nudmani wahidatun

Say 'un khusistu bihi baynahumi wahdi. 87

To me two intoxications, to my companions one,
by this I am marked among them alone.

Therefore, sukr is more technical and as such fits Sufi discourse better than
naswa. However, there is no actual reason to suggest that naswa should be con-
sidered as the most exact Arabic equivalent of ecstasy. The whole idea of having
exact signs for indefinite entities, such as ecstasy as a mental phenomenon, is in
fact a logical impossibility. Perhaps the most reasonable solution is to acknow-
ledge the incommensurability of the signs of the concept of ecstasy and leave the
very possibility of analytical signification in brackets.

As for the practice, the English translations of Sufi texts customarily translate
wajd as ‘ecstasy’, yet it must be borne in mind that its basic meaning is that of
existing and being found. The clearest exception here is Niffari, who often
employs wajd in the more general sense of experiencing oneself or God; Arberry
therefore usually translates it as ‘experience’, but sometimes as ‘ecstasy’. Often
both possibilities would make perfect sense.’® In any case, the fact that wajd is
used as a symbol of ecstasy indicates the notion that in mystical experience the
true nature of existence is encountered. Reality, for Sufis, is existential,8 and
existence is experiential.

86 Abi Nuwas: Diwan, 180.

87 Qu3ayri: Risala, 71. Translation acccrding to Homerin 1994, 191.

8 Cf. Niffari: Mawagif, 3:4, 7:2, 11:17, 137 (here Arberry’s translation ‘ecstasy’ does not
really fit the context), 17:1, 2, 4, 6; 18:13, 68:1.

89

“Existential” in the theistic context does not imply alienation but a stress on (the active use
of) free will and personal responsibility, and particularly a tendency to view passionate
commitment as a prerequisite for true existence (as in the case of Kierkegaard in Avslutande
oveltenskaplig efterskrifi [Concluding Unscientific Postscript], 2:2-3).
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The corresponding verb wajada may be used of the emergence of the relation
between the subject and the experience. Consequently, an expression like yaji-
dina (fi ‘asrarihim karamat wa-mawahib) °° may be understood as a continuum
of the three basic meanings: ‘they find’, ‘they encounter’ and ‘they experience’
(favours and gifts in their inmost being). But the connotation with wajd introduces
an evident nuance of ecstasy into the expression, that of ecstatic experience.

Besides wajd, Nicholson also adjoins to the category of terms “more or less
equivalent to ecstasy” ghayba (‘absence’), jadhba (‘attraction’), hal (‘state’,
‘emotion’).%! The strong ecstatic nuance of jadhba is evident from the use of the
same root in the passive participle (majdhiib) to refer to the possessed and luna-
tics. The function of these terms in the discourse, however, is more active in the
category of interpretation. Hal is in fact an analytical term for “state in gener >
which could, however, be understood as a symbolic and specific term when used
of a single ecstatic experience (and translated ‘ecstasy’). In principle a single hal
could be expressed by the nomen unitatis hala, but this grammatical possibility
has seldom been utilised in the actual discourse.”

Curiously enough, one could even suggest that Sufi Arabic lacks an actual
equivalent for ‘ecstasy’, since all the potential candidates seem to have a wider or
more symbolic range of meanings than the English word ‘ecstasy’, and in any
case considerably different from the Greek tkotaols. This, however, is not to
deny the possibility of analytical expression which may take place in two ways: as
parlance that is analytical in intention or as discussion that is analytical in content
(components). In the former case the author intends to describe the experience as
objectively and exactly as he is able, and the latter deserves to be called analytical
due to the disclosure of the psychological characteristics which are after all the
most objective information we have, even though it is often presented through the
elements of symbolic expression. Moreover, the two often overlap in the dis-
course.

Since we are dealing with religious and mystical experience, not just any
ecstatic phenomenon, some criteria should be elaborated for the differentiation of
supernatural experiences from other emotional peaks. The Sufi texts and the
Arabic language in general, however, lack the concept of “supernatural”, which
would be useful in this respect.? But does the lack of a sign imply the lack of a

90 g Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 66.
91 Nicholson 1914, 59.

92 E.g. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf; 62.

93 The lack is at least partly due to the structure of the Semitic languages, which lack prefixes

like super- or hyper- familiar from the Indo-European languages. The Greek word ‘super-
natural’ (UTepduns, UTTEPGUOIKOS), a combination of Ayper + physin, has an equivalent in
Syriac: Xaea > \a\ (e.g. Brock: Second Part, 20:1).
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concept? Does the idea of the “supernatural” lie behind the actual expressions?
The discourse may give the impression that the differentiation between the two
things is indeed lacking, and the reader with a “Western” approach should outline
the division from his own presuppositions — in the following quotation the line
between natural emotion and mystical ecstasy would be somewhere between
‘grief” and ‘vision’:

Ecstasy (wajd) is a sensation which encounters the heart, whether it be fear, or grief, or

the vision of some fact of the future life, or the revelation of some state between man
and God (Kalabadhi).?4

From Jilani’s analysis of ecstatic experience we may note that it may be by nature
joy (suriir) or sorrow (huzn).% Moreover, he describes fear (khawf), confusion,
bewilderment (hayra) and shame (ta’assuf) as varieties of ecstasy.% The quality
of pleasure (qurrat al-‘ayn) is mentioned by Niffari.” The quality of the joyous
pleasure of ecstasy is also described as irtiyah, ‘satisfaction’, ‘delight’,8 or with
the almost synonymous concept mut ‘a, ‘enjoyment’, ‘pleasure’.%° In other words,
any motion when strong enough may be ecstatic.

Similarly, the mystical influence may make its recipients happy (as ‘adahum)
or wretched (asgahum), and give rise to a sense of intimacy or of despair. Qusayri
states that “the varieties of the acts of the Truth cannot be counted, and details of
its acts cannot be explained or recounted.”’%’ The multiple number of possible
emotional contents for the ecstatic experience is actually the main reason for the
non-existence of a semantically exact sign for ecstasy.

However, the idea of ecstasy surpassing the natural may be found in the Sufi
texts at the points where the discourse indicates that experience is not willed nor
purposed.'®! The aspect of involuntariness is regarded as one of the basic qualities
of the mystical experience, and therefore we may consider the criterion of the
“supernatural” as being constructed in relation to the will of man.

94 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf; 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.
95

96

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 118; Secret of Secrets, 89. Here Jilani is quoting Junayd.
Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 92.

a E.g. Niffari: Mukhatabat, 9:2.

98 Quayri: Risala, 331; Principles of Sufism, 345. The meaning of irtival is altogether equiva-

lent to Syriac neyaha: ‘pleasure, relaxation, delight’.

99 Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 79, 80.

1000 5 ¥, o8 Wloais e ily Yoo sana Ly gy ¥ allas) ¢\ssly  Qusayri: Risala, 66;
Early Islamic Mysticism, 118.

101 E.g. Jilani’s differentiation of ‘psychic ecstasy’ (al-wajd al-nafsaniyya) and ‘spiritual ecsta-

sy’ (al-wajd al-rithaniyya) in Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.
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Despite all the problems of analytical expression, it is possible to differentiate
in Sufi texts, if not exact terms, at least descriptions that are analytical in inten-
tion.102 Yet they have a constant tendency to turn into speculation and drift away
from the mechanisms of expression to those of interpretation.

Often in that condition, one becomes unconscious of sense and mental perceptions so
that one knows neither what is said nor what one says, and that is intoxication (sukr).
(al-Sabbagh)!103

The attestation (§ahid) appears, and the attestations pass away, the senses depart, and
sincerity is abolished. (Yazdaniyar concerning the presence of God)!04

The analytical descriptions chart the various qualities of the experience, the most
basic of which are present in the discourse more or less implicitly (the most
explicitly expressed qualities are mainly the emotional ones described above),
subject to our meta-interpretation. Since all the basic activity of the human mind
is intentional, one of the main characteristics of ecstasy is correspondingly a
certain vitality. The concept of ecstasy may be seen as an abstraction for the
result of the process that functions as a kind of stimulus for the prevailing content
of mind, and for this reason one of the most analytical signs for ecstasy is that of
‘motion’ (haraka), a functional overall term covering all emotional variants of
ecstasy. “When the spiritual motions (al-harakat al-rithaniyya) prevail in the soul,
the ecstasy (wajd) is true and spiritual.”!% Jilani divides the ecstatic phenomenon
into ten ‘motions’, the last of which is signified as ‘alteration’ (taghayyur), a term
which potentially covers most of the field of ecstasy though seldom used.!%

The intensity of experience is shown by the fact that physical control, will
and the ability to make choices disappear in ‘spiritual ecstasy’. Jilani compares
the effects of true ecstasy with ‘fever’ (humma), which keeps the body under its
control so that one cannot avoid physical reactions.'?’

The non-conceptual nature of the experience already implies that one of its
main characteristics is immediacy. Niffari suggests that a genuine experience can
be achieved not by aiming to attain it (i.e. the state which is in the first place a

102 g6 ‘In that moment you see no above or below, mastership or discipleship, or even your-
self, which is nearer to you than all else’ Rumi: Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 24), 186.

Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 145.
Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 104; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 137.
Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 91.

103
104
105

106  Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; cf. Secret of Secrets, 92. The ten modes of ecstasy (wajd) are 1.

affection of the heart (may! al-galb), 2. remembrance of God, 3. reading of the Qur’an, 4.
weeping (bakka’), 5. pain (ta‘allum), 6. fear (khawf), 7. sorrow (huzn), 8. shame (fa ‘assuf)
and perplexity (hayra), 9. isolation (tgjarrud) and support (nusra), 10. inner and outer altera-
tion (taghayyur).

107 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119-120; Secret of Secrets, 91.
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verbal concept) but only by orientating oneself towards the direct experience (i.e.
God himself). “You desire either me or wagfa, or the shape (hay’a) of wagfa. But
if you want me, you are in wagfa.”108

Qusayri has several descriptions of mystical experiences that are analytical in
intention. The quality of totality is expressed in an unequivocal way: “When
effacement (mahw) comes to dominate a person, he has no knowledge, no reason,
no understanding, and no sense.”!% The physical part has no ability to make
choices and is void of power.!! When one is seized (istawld) by the experience,
one does not experience (yashadu) identity (‘ayn)'!!, “vestige’ (athar), impression
(rasm) or remains (talal) of oneself or of others, and this happens through the
‘cessation of one’s perception of oneself’ (zawal ihsasihi bi-nafsihi) and of other
beings of this world.!!? The use of certain verbs also suggests several interesting
features: Qusayri employs the word mukhtatif, from the root KH-T-F, already
familiar to us from Syriac metatheology, to describe one’s disappearance from
among the created as ‘being snatched away’ when ‘overpowered’ (istawla) by a
greater force.!13

Totality, as a total concentration, is in fact also a prerequisite for an ecstatic
mystical experience, which by definition can hardly be only a partial aspect of
consciousness. Niffari expresses this idea in his enigmatic fashion by stating: “if
you see other than Me, you do not see Me”,!14

One way of signifying the extraordinary character of consciousness during
the ecstatic experience is to employ the quality of ‘rapidity’ (sur'a), which
expresses the intoxicating aspect in a very functional way.!!5 The parlance on the
smooth character of the experience also functions to express the idea that one of
the aspects of the experience is the loss of control of ordinary consciousness. In
mystical experience one is “reconciled with one’s own self, utterly removed from
sensation (ihsas)”.!1® According to Niffari, ‘cause’ (sabab) and ‘relationship’

108 Niffari: Mawagif, 18:1.

oun Yy ped Yy Jie Yy ale MG paall ale LIGH 58 13 LG Qudayri: Risala, 64.
JAaaly 353 pwsll 3. M Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

‘Ayn, literally ‘eye’, is sometimes used in the sense of ‘core’, ‘substance’, *self’. The present
case is translated ‘vision’ by Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 120. Also, ‘personality’ or
‘individuality’ might not be out of the question.

12 Qusayri: Risala, 68.

13 Quiayri: Risala, 66.
114

110
111

Niffari: Mawagif, 5:2. =5 o) goue <l o)
115 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, 61; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 79.
16 Quiayri: Risala, 66. pula) e ZISIL 1iale dads ge lalban
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(nasab) are cut off during the experience — a description indicating the absolute
totality of the ecstasy.'!?

Niffari also discloses the quality of tranquillity by defining the term sakina
as ‘ecstasy in Me’ (al-wajd biya). Sakina is in both form and in meaning the
Arabic form of the Hebrew 1) ‘3@ , ‘(divine) presence’. In the psychological
reality this kind of wajd may be sensed as something that ‘establishes’ (athbata)
or ‘effaces’ (maha).!'8 Close to this comes the quality of amenity which is open-
ed in the discourse by the use of the word na Tm (‘bliss’, ‘comfort’, ‘ease’).!?

The aspect of warmth (harara) in the ecstatic experience is emphasised by
Jilani.!20 He combines the qualities of warmth and uncontrollability in the follow-
ing analytical description:

The psyche (nafs) is unable to obstruct/hinder it, since these motions overpower the
physical motion, like that of fever; and when the fever prevails, the psyche becomes
too weak to control it and it has no choice at that time.'2!

The intentionality of Sufi ecstasy is evident since the experience may contain an
element of yearning, which may even be regarded as the basic mode of the Sufi
experience. Especially Junayd describes the ecstatic experience as a furious long-
ing, as a God-given ‘thirst’ (zhama’) for God. “Their (sense of) loss distresses
them, and their (sense of) finding (God) humbles them as they yearn and ache for
him, longing for him in ecstasy.”!?2

Sufi ecstasy may also have a consuming, even violent character, since a
“being of flesh cannot endure the appearance” of the power of experience.'?* This
quality may be described as pain (fa 'allum) and torment (Jaw ‘a) in the inner heart
(fu’ad), ‘passion’ (gharam) in the innermost conscience (damir), and ‘inconven-
ience’ (inzi ‘@) in the subconscious (batin).'**

And finally, we may make a remark concerning the relationship between the
mystical experience and sleep. Namely, Niffari hints at the possibility of continu-

U7 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 36:4.
118

119

Niffari: Mawdgif, 54:1-2. Arberry translates wajd here as ‘experience’.

Niffari: Mawagif, 67:12-13, where Niffari in fact denies the value of the experience in
question.

120 §ilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 91.

121 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 91.

122 L4 Taa e dule oyl Lilaay Loty Lehizilalas

ol aayll 3 W ssc. Junayd, Kitab al-fana’, 82; Zaehner 1960, 223.

Gsall glalu el aie olay L2l 5,S ¥ (Literally ‘appearance of the Real Sovereign-
ty’.) Quiayri: Risala, 62. For the physiological manifestations, see p. 267 ff.

123

124 Quiayri: Risala, 202; Principles of Sufism, 177; Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets,

92.



204 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

ance of the experience while asleep, which seems to be a somewhat ideal case. He
refers to sleeping ‘in the vision’ of God,'?’ vision being for him a general term for
the mystical experience, and in a more cryptic passage, he refers to sleeping under
the divine assistance or while weeping.!?¢ Niffari also requires purity of
dreams.!27

3.2.2. Symbolic Expression

When attempting to depict a single experience, one soon ends up using symbols
derived from the sensible world. Symbolic expressions operate in various ways.
Firstly, they may describe the experience itself as if it were a separate object:
these include, for example, the images of flame, wine or cup. Secondly, symbolic
expression may portray the influences of the experience on the subject on an
analogous basis: these include ‘drunkenness’ (sukr) and ‘fever’ (humma). Quiayri
uses the symbol of ‘melting’ (tadhwib) to represent the psychic sense of diffi-
dence and bashfulness during the experience.!28 Thirdly, the focus may be on the
relation between the subject and the experience, the most important being ‘tast-
ing’ (dhawgq), ‘drinking” (Surb) and ‘hearing’ (sama"). Tasting can be focused as
‘sweetness’” (‘adhb or halawa)'?, or ecstasy can be signified as ‘nourishment’
(ta‘am) with the aid of analogy.!3% In addition, touching and smelling are men-
tioned at least by Hujwiri,'3! and the image of ‘seeing’ is actually the basic cate-
gory of mystical apprehension in Niffari’s discourse, where its wide usage implies
that it has little if anything to do with actual visual apparitions.!32 And finally, the
symbolic expressions may indicate the contribution of the causa efficiens behind
the experience as, for example, ‘favours’ (karamat) and ‘gifts’ (mawahib).133

125 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 30:13.

126 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 13:6.

127 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 34:8.

128 Quaayri: Risala, 217.

129 Quiayri: Risala, 152, 222; Principles of Sufism, 96, 208. Tirmidhi’s experiences of sweet-
ness in Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 22, 180.

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120. jonall olak as 41l - “Ecstasy is the meal of lovers (of God)”.

Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mafjib, 406. He explains lines from a poem by Abu Nuwas (“Give me
drink to drink and tell me it is wine. Do not give it me in secret, when it can be given
openly”) as follows: Let my eye see it and my hand touch it and my palate taste it and my
nose smell it [...]

132 E.g. Niffari: Mukhatabat, 4:11, 7:20.

133 E.g. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 66; Junayd: Kitab al-
fana’, 9.

130
131
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These signs hint at the given nature of the experience and therefore contain a
certain interpretative element.

The expressions concerning the nature and characteristics of the experience
are often analytical in intention but symbolic in content. The aspect of warmth is
expressed with the symbol of fire (nar), one of the most common symbols.!34

Ecstasy is a flame (/ahib) which springs up in the secret heart (asrar), and appears out
of longing, and at that visitation (wdrid) the members are stirred either to joy or grief
(al-Nar1), 135

Whoever [...] knows the ecstasy (wajd) in Me, and departs from it and is tranquil in his
departing — for him I kindle a solitary fire (ndr mufrada) (Niffari).!36

The symbol of light (nir) is referred to by Jilani, the subject of whose narrative
contemplates light with the “two eyes of the heart” and becomes luminous
(nitraniyya) himself and is enlightened (munawwar) in the same light.!37 Also, in
Tirmidhi’s experience “the heart is filled with the wonders of lights”. The symbol-
ic nature!3® of the light in question is illustrated in his statement that those who
receive supernatural speech receive sound as light, “utterances in the form of
light”.139

The analogy of drinking produces further images such as ‘cups’ (akwab).!40
According to Qusayri, the experience both ‘gives drink’ (saga) and ‘makes drunk’
(askara).'*! Drunkenness is a state of mind that is extraordinary in character, yet
not in any sense ultimate. As Qu3ayri puts it, “a person who is drunk (sahib al-
sukr) can be feeling good (mabsir) even though he does not attain the full share of
his drunkenness.”'*2 Drunkenness also makes one forget and lose one’s will.143
Due to the rich derivative faculties of Arabic, there is a word for the one whose

134 For instance, the divine subject of Niffari declares: “Who indicates (dalla) the veil (hijab),

for him I have raised the fire of union (nar al-wugil).” Niffari: Mukhatabat, 34:1.

Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106. Cf. Smith 34 (cit.
Attar: Tadhkirat al-Awliya, ii).

136 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:59.

137
138

135

E.g. Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 90; Secret of Secrets, 56.

The “symbolic nature” here, of course, results from our “empirical” perspective; a mystic
whose world-view is structured from the spiritual dimension would rather present the mate-
rial light as metaphorical if compared with the Eternal Divine Light. See al-Ghazali: Miskat
al-anwar, 55 (tr. 57).

Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 180, 115. The same image functions in both directions: an utterance
can be taken as a symbol of an entity of non-verbal information.

140 g o Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:3.

141

142

139

Qusayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118.
Qusayri: Risala, 71.
143 Radike & O’Kane 1996, 184.
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drunkenness is to some extent self-induced, mutasakir, ‘would-be-drunk’. In Sufi
parlance it has been defined as the one “whose oncoming has not completely
taken him over, so that he still has access to his senses”.144

Drink may be identified with love. This is especially true in poetical lan-
guage, but also in prose one may partake of the “pure drink of the cup of His love
(wadd).”'* Yahya ibn Mu‘adh claims: “I am drunk from the long draught I drank
from the cup of his love (mahabba).”146

The symbols may also be combined in seemingly illogical ways — by
connecting fiery and liquid images, for example. The mystical experience is said
to ‘inflame’ (ahraga) one’s heart (galb) so that the subject partakes of the “drink
(Surb) of the cup (ka’s) of His love”.147

The aspect of uncontrollability in the experience has led to its being signed
with the symbol ghalaba, which literally means ‘conquest’ or “victory’. However,
Arberry translates it as ‘overmastery’ and Nicholson as ‘rapture’. According to
Kalabadhi, it means a certain force of fear, shame, reverence or the like which
controls the subject for a short time, after which he returns to his original state.!48
‘Inspiration’ might function as a dynamic translation.

The consuming quality of the experience may be described on the symbolic
level as a “sting’ (ladgha) in the heart or, using the imagery of heat, as ‘fires’
(niran) blazing in the heart.!4%

The quality of tranquillity (sakina) is further developed by Niffari, who
expresses it on the symbolic level with the symbol of a ‘gate’ (bab). “Tranquillity
is that you enter to me through the gate.”3% The limited duration of the experi-
ence and its dependence on the subject’s choice is expressed as ‘entering’ and
‘departing’ from the gate. In this respect the ‘gate’ refers to the beginning and end

Tl 0 Gulaad 53S0 w10 wisiuw o il LSLusall Quiayric Risala, 71; Early
Islamic Mysticism, 124—125.

145 Quiayri: Risala, 327; Principles of Sufism, 339. ssy S o 45,8 Lim
The concept of wadd is somewhat wider than mahabba, for it covers the meanings ‘affec-
tion’, ‘amity’ and ‘friendship’.

146

Qusayri: Risala, 325; Principles of Sufism, 335. ciae (ulS e Cuss Lo 3,58 e 0,80
147 Quiayri: Risala, 327; Principles of Sufism, 339.

148 galabadhi: Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, 83-85; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 108-110; Hujwiri:
Kashf al-Mahjib, 184. It is interesting to note that ghalaba does occur in the Arabic version
of Sahdona, where it is accurately translated by Halleux as ‘la victoire’. Sahdona: Oeuvres
spirituelles IV, p. 104.

149 Qusayri: Risala, 202; Principles of Sufism, 177. The emphasis of the context indicates that

fire does not here represent warmth but painful rapture.

150" Niffari: Mawagif, 54:3. oLl ga ) Jaus of LSl
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of the experience.!5! Likewise, the masters of mystical knowledge who enter with
cognition (‘ilm) are called ‘masters of gates’ (ashab al-abwab).!>

Symbols, however, are apt to be interpreted in diverse ways, which tends to
direct the emphasis of the discourse towards refinement of the forms of expres-
sion, which more or less means departure from the actual experience in the mental
reality towards even more colourful symbols that may, by gaining inherent value,
occupy an independent position in the discourse. Then the discourse has moved to
the category of interpretation.

Perhaps the most ambiguous concepts in this sense are the expression of
‘annihilation’ (fana’) and all analogous or metaphorical descriptions related to i,
such as ‘iron melting in fire” or ‘light in light’. As symbolic expressions these are
more forceful than the previous cases — again a feature which leads the discussion
towards the category of interpretation. In principle these expressions may be
understood either as (a) descriptions of experiences of a similar kind, albeit bolder
in the form of expression only, or (b) descriptions of experiences similar in nature
but stronger in effect, or (c) descriptions of experiences that are of an entirely
different character but the difference is not efficiently reflected on the verbal
level. And moreover, in the actual discourse they usually seem to function as
theological statements without actual reference to the subject’s factual experience.
Further reasoning on the question of the relationship between such expressions
and (psychic) reality is prevented by the lack of objective criteria.

Not all symbols necessarily have an analytical quality as their counterpart:
they may be based on a theological function, for example. ‘Shimmer’ (/um ‘a), one
of the most beautiful symbols, may be used either because of the enlightening
quality sensed in the experience or it may be derived from God’s attribute of light,
which in turn may precondition the whole process by causing the mystic to
suppose that the experience of Him is inevitably enlightened or illuminating in
nature. However, Qusayri considers the following statement by “a certain sheikh”
as a description of ‘evident ecstasy’ (wajd zhahir): “shimmer glimmering with a
language deprived of normal discernment”.!3?

Arabic discourse is often characterised by the tendency to allow the choice of
vocabulary be poetically orientated even in prose parole. Most authors are fond of
choosing terms that rhyme, as with Qu3ayri’s use of the words isti'@b (encom-
passing), istighrag (immersion) and istihlak (extinction) that describe the relation

151 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:4, 71:1.
132 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:5.

153 Qusayri: Risala, 316. Von Schlegell translates “tongue of one who is taken away from
normal modes of discernment” (Principles of Sufism, 323). The original, however, is more

poetical: lum ‘a lama’at bi-lisan ma'khiidh "an al-tamytz al-ma'hid.
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between the subject and his experience.!>* Moreover, the exact choice of words is
often adjusted by homiletic means as in the case of Qusayri’s hyperbole: “If I was
without ecstasy, I would die of yearning.”!%3

The Sufis discussed the topic of mystical experience from such manifold
aspects that we may also inquire whether they produced signs that are able to
function as negative symbols, expressing the non-experience of ecstasy? And
indeed, there is a symbol arising naturally from the Oriental cultural context, that
of the veil (hijab or sitr), one of the most common symbols in all Sufi discourse,
and therefore a wide field of functions are attributed to it. Principally it may
signify any hindrance between man and God with which one veils oneself from
the divine reality,!>¢ and therefore it may ultimately be anything but God Himself:
even his ‘service’ ('ibada), ‘veneration’ (ta ‘zhim) or ‘vision’ (ru’ya) are veils in
this perspective.!>” Due to this breadth of meaning, however, the image of veiling
may be used even to refer to the quality of totality of the experience. Niffari’s
semantic movements on the symbolic level are at times somewhat cryptic, but in
the following the idea is clear: all sensual experience and rational thought is a veil
over the mystical experience.

Experience (wajd) of what is other than Me is a veil over ecstasy (wajd) in me;
according to the intensity of the veil over experience of Me, the manifestations
(badiyar) will take hold of you, whether you belong to them or not. 158

According to some maxims, the greatest veil is man’s own personality, his ‘self®
(nafs).13% On the other hand, since God in his almightiness is behind all, the veils
may be taken as something prepared and given by Him, which alone justifies the
use of symbols such as “veil of light’.!%? But the ‘veil’ is also used in a way that
Jjustifies us in considering it as a negative symbol of mystical experience. Niffari
explicitly refers to the veil as the opposite of ecstasy: if one fails to accept the

154 Qusayri: Risala, 63, 73.

155 Qusayri: Risala, 223. Von Schlegell actually translates the sentence (kuntu bi-la wajd,,

‘amiitu min al-hawa) in a more logical way: “Without ecstasy [ would almost have died from

love.” (Principles of Sufism, 209). The original is superior in beauty.

156 See Niffari: Mawagif, 64:1, 26:14, 68:13.

157 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:28-29.

158 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:23. Arberry’s translation, which I tend to follow, here gives ‘experi-
ence’ for each occurrence of wajd, yet I suggest the possibility of ‘ecstasy’ in the second
case. It is not completely unusual for Niffari to use the same word in the same sentence with
two different references, a kind of word play enjoyed by others as well (e.g. Jilani: Sirr al-
asrar, 86).

159 g g Qusayri: Risala, 152; Principles of Sufism, 97.

160 E.g. Ghazali: Miskat, chapter 3:3.
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qualities of genuine experience, one will be ruled by the qualities of the veil.'®!
This implies that both realities exist by their qualities — and in them alone, a
modern positivist might add.

Niffari directs the symbolisation further by calling the veil (hij@b) in turn al-
bala’, a term which may signify either ‘affliction’, ‘trial’ or “visitation” and which
functions in the discourse on a squared level, as a symbol of a symbol.!62

When the symbols separate themselves from the clear analogous relation, the
possibilities for their interpretation begin to display dispersion. In the following
quotation from Niffari’s prophetic speech we could take ‘treasures’ (kuniiz), and
perhaps also the ‘keys’ (mafatih) leading to them, as signs of mystical experience,
yet the passage is open to other interpretations as well (e.g. it would also serve as
an analogy of man’s spiritual growth in a more static sense).

Your time has come, so gather for Me about yourself my bands. Treasure up my
treasures with my keys which I have given you. And be firm and strong, for you are
close to your manhood. Appear before Me in that in which I manifest you, and recollect
Me through my compassionate bounty.163

In terms of semantic logic this kind of parlance is, albeit grammatically prose,
perhaps closer to poetry in essence.

3.2.3. Poetic Expression!%4

The forms of expression reached their structural and aesthetic peak in Arabic and
especially Persian Sufi poetry, which developed into a most important means of
expression, with the result that finally Sufi ideas and images were adopted by non-
Sufi authors as well. Schimmel makes a distinction between descriptive poems, in
which the aim is to express the experiences, and technical poems with compli-
cated word plays, puns and allusions, 6> but as might be expected, the division is
somewhat indistinct. Since the structure of Persian poetry allows thematic incon-
sistency, it was possible to express satirical, didactic and mystical themes in the
same ghazal. The thematic incoherence resulted in variation in interpretation:
even the most erotic verses may be interpreted as mystical allegories, and this

161 Niffari: Mawagif, 72:14.
162 Niffari: Mawagif, 26:14.
163 Niffari: Mukhataba wa biara, §5.

164 gufi poetry is an extremely wide field, and very relevant to our topic, so I have here chosen
to approach the subject by using the existing data from outside the actual corpus. The only
entirely poetic work among my sources is Ibn "Arabi’s Tarjuman al-A$wagq, utilised in the
present chapter; in addition Qu3ayri and Kalabadhi frequently quote Sufi poetry.

165 gchimmel 1982, 18.
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means a quite unique mixture and co-ordination of the sacred and profane. On the
other hand, since poetry does not reveal the poet’s personal circumstances or con-
ditions, the themes were established into somewhat impersonal ones.!66

Most themes, images and metaphors (al-ma‘ani) are common to all poets.
Does this mean an intentional allusion to a specific subtext, or a conditioned,
somehow automatic process in the state of poetic inspiration? The problem of
creative originality and imitation has been discussed by both Muslim and Western
scholars. Losensky estimates that it is possible to “broadly distinguish between
formulaic or conventional usage and conscious allusion.”167

The critic Ibn Rasig (d. c. 1064-1070) made a distinction between theft
(sarq) and the original inspiration (badr"). He admitted that not one of the poets
can claim to be free of borrowings (sarigar).!®® He gives ample latitude for
tawarud, ‘unintentional coincidences’ between two texts resulting from similarity
of topic, the demands of metre and rhyme, or from the unconscious. The point is
in the way in which the theft is carried out. A good thief leaves no clues! Without
traces of the intended allusion to the original source, the result is a “real and
independent ibtida " ”.169

The poet may also intentionally activate a subtext by referring to an earlier
text. According to Losensky, “the distinction between systematic repetition and
conscious allusion is fundamental to medieval Arabic discussions of sarigat, but it
is not easy to draw.”!70

The main theme of Sufi poetry is usually considered to be ‘Love’, often taken
as the opposite of legalism and reasoning. The main symbol is that of wine, the
everlasting wine of love, the house of wine (tavern), the cup of wine and the cup-
bearer (who is, for instance, a Christian boy of fourteen). According to a Persian
key of interpretation called Risala-yi Miswag by Muhsin Faid Ka$ani (17th
century) wine (Sardb) means an enraptured experience of the manifestation of the
true Beloved, which destroys the foundations of rationality, but a ‘jug’ (Pers.
sabit), for example, means the manifestation of God’s names and attributes.!7!

Symbolic usages of various persons, animals, flowers, stones, instruments
and letters of the Arabic alphabet found in Persian mystical poetry have been put

166 Yarshater 1988, 23-28, 14750, 191. (Ghazal is a monorhyme of approx. 7-14 lines.)

167 Losensky 1994, 227.

168 | osensky 1994, 227-228.

169 Losensky 1994, 228.

170 Losensky 1994, 228 (referring to Hasan Ibn Radiq al-Qayrawant: al-'Umdah fi mahasin al-
§i'r, Dar al-J1l, Bayrat 1981).

17 Arberry 1950, chapter 10; Schimmel 1982, 60, 78. See also J. Nurbakhsh: Sufi symbolism:
the Nurbakhsh encyclopedia of Sufi terminology (Farhang-e Nurbakhsh), (Khanigahi-
Nimatullahi Publications, London).
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together by Schimmel (1982 and 1984). They all signify various states of the lover
or the Beloved. There are symbols for ecstasy selected from nature and the animal
kingdom, for instance a hawk is able to carry away a feeble pigeon, a daffodil is a
symbol of seeing, and home-sickness is symbolised by a reed-pipe or by an
elephant tugging at its chains. Symbols such as light, fire, embraces and kisses are
widely used.!72

The choice of symbol is usually based on metaphorical or allegorical corre-
lation. For example, Attar employs of divine experience the functional symbol
reward — which in turn is symbolised with a symbol of a symbol, swimming
towards the dry land.!7® The choice of words is also guided by technical require-
ments; refinement of the forms of expression may mean that the choice of word is
based on its fittingness to the rhyme. Generally, however, even a more peculiar
symbol is not an arbitrary sign chosen at random, but one arising from the
religious cultural context. For example, in Attar’s poetical work Mantigq al-tayr
the ‘black cave’, to judge by the context, seems to be a symbol of a certain experi-
ence; it was chosen, according to Davies, on the basis of the story of Muhammad
and Abu Bakr hiding in the cave.!74

One advantage of poetic expression is that it is free to surpass the limits of
the analogy and adopt a more metaphorical function or make use of surreal ideas.
A Sufi poet may boast that “the cup was passed around, and they became drunk,
but my drunkenness comes from the cup-bearer (sukri min al-mudir)”.17

If we want to know the “right” interpretation of a poem, we should first select
the reference. In historical perspective the right reference would be the original
intention of the author: what did he mean, what did he cogitate? (A psychoanalyti-
cal interpretation would go even further, to the motives and subconscious aims
behind these very cogitations.) Since these are impossible to trace, we may under-
stand poetry as being an open field for unregulated interpretations, resulting in an
endless variety of meanings. In practice, however, the religious cultural context
usually develops a kind of consensus of the principles of interpretation, which is
based on the most generally accepted ways of interpretation, and this in turn,
psychologically speaking, is based on the human need to know the “right” mean-
ing, which gives rise to the tendency to seek authorities. The assigning of a mean-
ing to a verse, therefore, is by no means a process limited to the authors of poetry

172 Schimmel 1984, 148; Schimmel 1982, 73-78.
173 Attar: Conference of the Birds, 152.

174 Attar: Conference of the Birds, 30. “Break nature’s frame, be resolute and brave, then rest at
peace in Unity’s black cave.” (Davis adds in a footnote that the episode became a symbol of
withdrawal from the world.)

175 Qusayri: Risala, 326; Principles of Sufism, 336.
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alone. Meaning is produced by the reader as well, the result in this case being a
kind of “second-hand Sufi poetry”: secular poetry with a spiritual interpretation.

Now we may turn to our main sources. It is probably not a serious exagger-
ation if we take Ibn “Arabi as the ultimate culmination of Sufi symbolism. And
what is even more applicable, his poetic work Tarjuman al-aswagq offers an indis-
putable way of entering into the symbolism since he himself wrote a profound
commentary on it. Through his interpretations we are able to find a variety of mis-
cellaneous symbols to signify ecstatic experiences. These interpretations by their
very nature already represent the mechanisms of interpretation which we shall
deal with in more detail in the next chapter, but on the other hand, Ibn *Arabi him-
self claims that some of the interpretations were “suggested to him in moments of
ecstasy” as the reference had remained unclear to him during the original inspira-
tion'76 — a honest remark indeed.

salamun "ala salma wa-man halla bi-I-hima
wa-hagqqa li-mithli riggatan an yusallima'’

Greetings to Salma and to those who dwell in the shelter,
for it behoves one like me to give greetings.

The female name Salma, according to Ibn ‘Arabi, alludes to ‘Solomonic ecstasy’
(hala sulaymaniyya), a kind of prophetic station; hima means ‘refuge’, ‘protec-
tion’, ‘sanctuary’ and symbolises an unattainable station of prophecy, the gate of
which was closed by Muhammad.!”® Salma is a name used generally in poetry
when the true identity of the beloved is intended to be hidden.!”?

lama'at la-na bi-l-abragayni buriiqu
gasafat la-ha bayna-l-dulii'i ru"idu 180

Flashes of lightning gleamed to us a: al-Abragan,
and their peals of thunder crashed between the ribs.

Here “peals of thunder’ (ru ‘iid) is a Mosaic ecstasy (hala miisawiyya) which is a
divine conversation (mungjat) following from the manifestation of the divine
essence in the visible world. The plural ‘flashes’ indicates that there is variation in

176 Ibn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-ASwag, 7. lbn ‘Arabi’s style of interpretation exercised a great

influence on later Sufis.

177 1bn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-A$wag 4:1 (p. 16). I follow Nicholson’s principle in translating hala

as ‘ecstasy’, but I deviate from his translation (p. 57): *...who dwell in the preserve, for it
behoves one who loves tenderly like me to give greetings.”

178 bn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Afwag, 57.

179 Schimmel 1982, 27-28.

180 Ibn “Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 9:1 (p. 18).
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the forms of manifestation. The reference to Moses is derived from the idea that
he first saw the fire and afterwards heard God speak.!8!

For the context of our study we can hardly think of a more interesting symbol
than the following:

bi-dht salamin wa-I-dayri min hadiri-lI-hima
zhiba’un turika-l-Samsa fi suwari-l-duma.!82

At Dhil Salam and the monastery in the abode of al-Hima3,
are gazelles who show you the sun in the forms of marble statues.

The ‘monastery’ (dayr), according to Ibn “Arabi, refers to a Syrian ecstasy (hala
suryaniyya). Here we have the temptation to accept the impression that the Syrian
monasteries still enjoyed a kind of “ecstatic” reputation, at least being a potential
context for mystical experience, in the 13th century when Ibn “Arabi travelled in
Mosul and other parts of Northern Mesopotamia. The choice of image as such
does not necessarily imply this (more than the idea that all women called Salma
are ecstatic), but the parallelism with the earlier prophets does, at least to some
extent. We might even see a connection between the images in this verse and the
liturgical beauty of the Syrian Church in the fact that Ibn “Arabi explains Dhii
Salam as a station “to which submission is rendered on account of its beauty”, and
‘abode of al-Hima’ meaning “that which surrounds the most inaccessible veil of
Divine glory. ‘Gazelles’ are forms of divine and prophetic wisdom. The word
suwar, here translated as ‘statues’, in fact refers to images and pictorial represen-
tation in general, which could be interpreted as a reference to icons, objects
strictly forbidden in Islam but revered in Orthodox Christianity. These are
explained as being classes of knowledge with no connection with either reason or
lust, which would fit in with the spiritual outlook of iconic presentation.!33

We may note here that in Persian Sufi literature dayr may metaphorically
represent the universe and the unity of existence, or occasionally the material
world (rasit). In Sufi parlance dayr-e Moghan referred to an assembly of mystics

181 Ibn “Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 63—64.
182

183

Ibn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag 12:1 (p. 19).

Ibn ‘Arabi: Tarjuman al-ASwag, 70-71. The actual statues were never introduced into the
Churches of the Orient, the only exception being the Uniate churches, which received them
as an import from Rome at a relatively late date (c. 18th century). The connection between
church decoration and the imagery of the poem seems to be confirmed by the following
verses (12:2—4) that contain further images from a Christian context:

“Therefore | watch spheres and serve in a church (b7"a),

and guard a many-coloured meadow in the spring.

And at one time I am called the herdsman of the gazelles in the desert,

and at another time I am called a Christian monk (rahib) and an astrologer.
My Beloved is three although He is One,

even as the Persons (of the Trinity) are made one Person in essence.”
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and saints. The fact that Christian monasteries served as hostelries, providing
temporary lodging for pilgrims and travellers, gave rise to literary uses of the
word dayr, by itself or in constructs, as a metaphor for the transitory life of this
world, comparable to falak (revolving firmament) and ¢ark (the wheel of fortune).
Such examples as dayr-e kaki (earthly), dayr-e sepanji (transient), dayr-e Sesjehati
(six-sided), dayr-e kohan (decrepit), and dayr-e mina (enamel) are listed and
explained in dictionaries (e.g., Dehkoda, s.v. dayr).!34

Other, and even more peculiar, signs of ecstasy in Tarjuman al-aswag
include a ‘camel saddled’ for a journey (bazil rahhalii). It is used for the kind of
ecstatic experience that should illuminate the mystery of the Almighty but
becomes an inherent value in itself so that it actually turns into an obstacle bet-
ween its subject and God.'8® ‘Zariid and its sand’ (zariid wa-ramlaha) stands for
elusive types of knowledge which can be reached only in ecstasy.!86

The process of signification achieves a new level when the symbols of
symbols are introduced. As examples of these second-degree symbols we may
note ‘paradise of refuge’ (jannat al-ma‘wa),'87 which seems to be employed by
Ibn “Arabi as a symbol of wine, which is elsewhere usually used as a symbol of
spiritual joy, sometimes referring to the divine sciences leading to it, or in
contexts that are ecstatic in some other way. '38 And further, ‘escaping’ (falaf) is
used as a symbol of the yearning of tasting (dhawgq)!8®, ‘killing by a glance’
(qatalat bi-I-lahzh) as a symbol of immersion in contemplation (al-fana’ fi-I-
musahada),'?0 and so forth.

In conclusion we may remark that in Sufi poetry represented by Ibn ‘Arabi
the processes of signification are extended to their uttermost limits. In principle
any sign may be adopted to signify mystical experiences and the processes of
reference may be continued forward. A symbol that is freely chosen, however,
cannot be comprehensible, as Ibn *Arabi had to admit: the rarest symbols demand-
ed a commentary of their own. The very need to find exact meanings for every
particular symbol is especially a problem of religious poetry since the meanings

184 o Aryan: Dayr. Encyclopaedia Iranica, www.iranica.com (The sources are given as:

Bakarzi, pp. 24445, Mer at al- biiag, p. 150; cf. ‘Eraqgi, p. 414, Hedayat, p. 39.)

185 Ibn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 31:15, (p. 34, 117, 118).

186 bn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 21:6 (p. 91, 25).

187 Ibn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-A¥wag, 26:8 (p. 28). Nicholson translates “The Garden of Eden’ (p.
103).

188 1bn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 31:10 (p. 118), 26:6-7 (pp. 102-103), 48:12, (p. 136).

189 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag 59:14 (p. 45, 147) li-tuflita min mikhlabi al-ta"irf, “that she
might escape from the claw of the bird”.

190 1bn *Arabi: T arjuman al-Aswag 2:4 (pp. 15, 50).
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must be controlled in relation to orthodox doctrine. Secular poetry is freer to leave
more room for open meanings.

Consequently, mystical poetry, because of its extraordinary themes and
syntactic complexity, is often esoteric to the point of being unintelligible. Yet
mystical poems are challenging and fascinating reading, and this is true not only
from the semantic, but also from the syntactic point of view. In one line there may
occur a number of contrasts, paradoxical oppositions, some play with subject-
object relations, and maximal use of transitive allusions, which have great poten-
tial for opening new subtextual associations. !

‘ajibtu minka minnt I am amazed by you, by me
afnaytant bika ‘annt You annihilated me in you from me.
agamtani bi-maqgam, You stood me in a station

zhanantu annaka ani where I supposed that you were me.

(Ibn Jinni)!92

The poetry of Hallaj is reputed to contain “antithesis (tibag), paronomasia (jinds),
repetition of verbs and an abundance of prepositions in contrast and opposition
within a single verse. The result is a paradox which ruptures the psychological
barriers of space, time, and rationality.”?? This estimation may be applied largely
to Sufi poetry in general.

3.3. INTERPRETATION

The level of interpretation is a wide field where mystical experiences undergo
typification, termification, valuation and speculation as to its causes and effects
and are set in their position in various contexts in theological discussion. On this
level the experiences are no longer treated as single experiences but rather as
general types.

Valuation means estimations as to the importance of the experience in rela-
tion to religious doctrines and values. Any aspect of the experience, for instance
its joyous quality,'?* is certainly not an end in itself but part of a wider process.

191
192

For some examples, see Homerin 1994, 193-194.
Homerin 1994, 196. The poem is from the end of the 10th century.

193 Homerin 1994, 193.

194 For instance, Arberry translates Niffari's enigmatic utterance "I} el sl & 1 o o 2a2u

as: “Seek refuge with Me from your joy in taking refuge in Me.” Niffari: Mukhatabat, 30:18.
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The value of the experience is actually determined by its interpretation concerning
its relation to the theological aspects.

But the way in which the discussion actually operates in the Sufi classics, is
somewhat unequalled. The experience is modified into terms and types in a most
circumstantial way.

3.3.1. Classification of Experience: Sufi Taxonomy

The enormous set of technical vocabulary developed for various types of experi-
ence or diverse modes of being, more or less mystical, is certainly one of the most
distinctive characteristics of Sufi literature, the classics of which are largely based
on the presentations of technical terms referring to general types of experiences,
and the whole discourse is structured around them.

The formation of Sufi theory, however, is quite an ambitious endeavour since
the inner states are essentially lacking in actual identifying criteria. In order to
succeed in treating the interpenetrating existential states, imminent to each other
in the mental reality, as independent entities, the semantic fields of the technical
terms referring to them should remain so fixed that no significant variation occurs
among the different authors. In principle this might not be totally impossible since
natural languages are not closed systems but creatively employable: they grow
like living organisms whenever there is an actual need to express something.'%’
On the other hand, all logical reasons indicate that if we survey what kind of
usages the terms have in contextual reading, and what kind of meanings are
generated by these usages, we will find substantial differences. How then do the
Sufis succeed in their pursuit of creating public language for inner states?

The aim of the Sufi discourse is to classify and arrange experiences into
different states (hal) along the mystic’s path. Obviously there is much to interpret,
since in principle the whole field of mental phenomena is potentially connected
with mystical and ecstatic experiences. As has already been pointed out, the
mystical influence may manifest itself in various ways: according to the qualities
that are clearly interpretative in nature, it may ‘guide’ (hada) or ‘lead astray’
(adalla), *blind’ (a'ma), ‘veil’ (hajama), ‘attract’ (jadhaba), ‘bring into intimate
closeness’ (@nasa) or ‘distance’ (ab‘ada), ‘cause to despair’ (ay'asa), ‘honour’
(akrama), ‘awaken’ (asha), ‘efface’ (maha), ‘bring near’ (garraba) or ‘make ab-
sent’ (ghayyaba), ‘bring close’ (adna), ‘make present’ (ahdara), ‘give wretched-

195 B K. Matilal 1992, 149.
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ness’ (asqa) and ‘alienate’ (akhkhara), ‘treat cruelly’ (agsa) or ‘abandon’
(hajara).1%

The states are usually presented in such a way that the state which has a
single aim is shown from two different angles, as though positive and negative.
Most of these could be arranged under the umbrella concepts of ‘negation’ (nafy)
and ‘affirmation’ (ithbat); the former referring to the negation of the attributes of
humanity, and the latter to the affirmation of the power of the Truth. For example,
both ‘violence’ (gahr) and ‘tenderness’ (Jutf) may be used as divine methods of
guidance: gahr annihilates human attributes, and Jutf signifies God’s help.!%”

In the following I shall compare systematically the most important pairs of
concepts in Kalabadhi’s and Qusayri’s works with some reference to Hujwiri,
Niffari, Ghazali and QasSani. The pairs themselves are not completely identical. It
is noteworthy that even a basic concept like ghayba may have a different pair in

different authors.!98
Kalabadhi Qusayri
sukr (drunkenness) — sahw (sobriety) sukr — sahw
Suhud (witness) — ghayba (absence) hudir (presence) — ghayba

qurb (nearness) — bu 'd (farness)
_Jjam' (concentration) — tafriga (separation) jam'— farg (differentiation)

tajall,, (revelation) — istitar (covering) sitr (cover) — tajall;,
kasf (uncovering) — hijab (veil)
Jfana’ (annihilation) — baga’ (staying) fana’— baga’

hayba (awe) — 'uns (intimacy)

mahw (effacement) — ithbat (affirmation)
qabd (seizing) — bast (spreading)
badawa (beduism) — hujim (attack)
talwin (variation) — tamkin (fixation)

The state-pairs can be seen as the mental context of an ecstatic experience, since
in principle any state may grow stronger and therefore become an ecstatic one.
Yet the manner in which Kalabadhi employs these terms implies that almost all

196 Qusayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118. To what extent the processes are caused
by mystical experience or are general trends in spiritual growth is a matter open to different
interpretations. In addition, there is a curious expression istalamahum ‘inda rawmihim,
translated “uproot from desires through their realisation of it” by Sells in Early Islamic
Mysticism.

197 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 377.

198 Quayri: Risala, 58-80.
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religious emotions are constituted in relation to their opposite pole, carnal
passions, lusts and instincts, and in this approach an ecstatic experience is at most
a passing curiosity. Also, the progression of spiritual states is measured in relation
to passions. For this reason, Kalabadhi’s teaching on drunkenness (sukr) is
strongly connected with choice: a drunk person cannot differentiate between
pleasant and unpleasant. Kalabadhi gives as an example a Sufi in whose eyes
stone and clay were similar to gold and silver. In sobriety (sahw) there is the
ability to differentiate between pleasant and unpleasant — and preferably to choose
the latter. This is a higher state, because adversity has been a conscious choice.!%?

Qusayri treats the same terms in different ways. For him they are not moral
standards but states of consciousness. He defines their strength and quality in
relation to each other — “sobriety is the measure of drunkenness” — and with other
terms. He speculates as to how sukr and ghayba interpenetrate: ghayba is more
forceful, yet sukr can intensify to the point that it surpasses ghayba. “Through an
intensification of sukr, the drunk can exceed in ghayba even one who is in the
state of ghayba, or the one who is absent can be more completely absent than the
drunk.”2% The lack of semantic points is shown precisely by the fact that the
terms must be constituted dependent on each other. “The servant in the state of his
drunkenness experiences (yus§ahidu) a state, and in the state of sobriety he
experiences knowledge ( 'ilm) [...] sobriety and intoxication come after dhawg and
Surb.”201

According to Hujwiri, the basic feature of sukr is insatiability: “The man of
intoxication is he who drinks all and still desires more.” Sukr may be divided into
two categories with the aid of the symbol of wine: drunkenness with the wine of
affection (mawadda) and with the cup of love (mahabba), the former being
‘caused’ (ma 'lil) but the latter having no cause, since it is based on regarding the
Benefactor, so that one sees all things through Him without seeing oneself at all.
Correspondingly, sobriety is divided into sobriety in heedlessness (ghafla), “the
greatest of veils”, and sobriety in love, the latter being ‘the clearest of revela-
tions’. But are these divisions arbitrary in relation to the mental reality wherein
such distinctions are far from being precise and their outlines are dim? Hujwiri
poses a brilliant solution to the problem by intersecting the concepts and reversing
their semantic fields: “The sobriety that is connected with heedlessness is really
intoxication, while that which is linked with love, although it be intoxication, is

199 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 85-87; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 110-112.

200 Qusayri: Risala, 71; Early Islamic Mysticism, 125.
201 Qusayri: Risala, 71-72. Sells translates the verb $ahada (‘see, watch, observe, witness’) in a
slightly different direction: “The servant in the state of his drunkenness is under the sign of
the state. The servant in the state of his waking is under the sign of knowledge” (Early Islam-

ic Mysticism, 126).
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really sobriety.” Hujwiri explicitly states that ultimately “the boundaries of both
are joined, and the end of the one is the beginning of the other”. The reason given
for this is that ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ are “terms that imply separation, which has
only relative existence.”202

Kalabadhi’s teaching on absence (ghayba) and presence (Suhiid) is an
illustration of the relationship between the subject and passions: in ‘absence’ a
person is not aware of his passions even if they are still present in him. Kalabadhi
gives the example of a man who was told: “We saw your blue-eyed handmaid in
the market”, and he replied: “Is she blue-eyed?” — thereby disclosing indirectly,
according to Kalabadhi, that he still had “a delight for dark-eyed maidens”. In
‘presence’ “man regards his passions as belonging to God”, and therefore the
action does not take place because of pleasure but because of God.2%?

For Qusayri, however, ghayba is a state related to drunkenness, full of hope
or fear in its emotional content. His definition of ghayba is modelled as “absence
of the heart from knowledge derived from the states of creation™.2% Here absence
applies not only to the passions but to the whole mode of consciousness, being
absence from the human senses (ihsas). The difference of approach is also evident
in Qusayri’s examples of ghayba that are instances of varieties of trance where a
person is not at all aware of himself and does not feel his physical organs: Rabi"
ibn Khaytham saw an oven at the blacksmith’s and ‘fainted’ (ghusiya ‘alayhi),
remembering the people of fire in Gehenna; Abu Hafs put his hand into the fire
and took out the glowing iron with his bare hands without feeling any pain.2°% For
some like Abu Yazid, according to Qus$ayri, the absence may be constant, but
most people return to their senses, i.e. to the presence (hudiir) of creation. Yet the
first, more essential, meaning of hudir signifies being in the presence of God
(hagq) — through the remembrance of Him — during absence from creation. In this
sense the concepts are dependent on each other and semantically parallel: the
more one is absent, the more one is present.20

Hujwiri starts with the notion that ghayba and hudiir?%7 are in opposition to
each other only apparently: they rather express the same phenomenon from differ-
ent angles, as if a kind of ontological scales. “Absence from one’s self is presence
with God, and vice versa.” Then he proceeds to say what Kalabadhi does not,
namely that it is during ecstasy — Hujwiri here employs the term jadhba — that

202 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 187-188.

203 galabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 87-88; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 112—113.
204 Quiayri: Risala, 69. Glall Jlgal oa goas Lo ple go clill ik 2 Lol
205 Quzayri: Risala, 69.

206 Quzayri: Risala, 70.

207 Hujwiri uses the same pair (ghayba — hudiir) as Qusayri.
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both concepts reach their climax. When the heart of the seeker is overpowered by
it, “the absence of his heart becomes equivalent to its presence.” And moreover,
the interpretation becomes even bolder: “partnership (Sirka) and division (gisma)
disappear.”208

As for Niffari, he uses ghayba as the opposite of ‘vision’ (ru'ya), with the
sublime arrogance characteristic of him. In brief, ghayba means that one does not
see God in anything, ru 'ya that one sees God in everything. Niffari stresses that
petitioning and dhikr belong to the former, which indirectly places most Sufis in
the state of absence of God! Niffari considers ghayba as a ‘veil’ and identifies it
with ‘this world’ (al-dunya): both are prisons (sijn) of the believer. Ghayba
belongs to the common people, ru ya to the ‘elect’ (khass) only.20?

In Kalabadhi’s discourse concentration (or ‘union’,?!? jam ) and separation
(tafriga) are also constituted in relation to the passions. In the former the choices
are concentrated and harmonised in accordance with the will of God without the
subject’s own efforts; in the latter the subject has moved completely outside his
passions (i.e. the passions are defined outside his ego), so that he is even able to
observe them as from outside. “Their knowledge that they exist for God in his
knowledge of them caused them to lose themselves (nafs) during the period when
they came to exist for him: so concentration produced the state of non-existence
(for the passions).”2!!

Qusayri has a “subjectual” approach to the terms: jam' is the position in
which the Deity acts in human nature and farg refers to acts of worship carried out
by the human agent. “Farg is what is attributed to you, and jam " what is stripped
from you.” This union is like a ‘sign’ (5ahid) which a person is under when “the
Real allows him to witness what the Real has entrusted to him of His own acts.”
Both states are equally important: without separation there is no worship.2!2 To
sum up, Qusayri leaves the semantics of the terms quite open, focusing the signifi-
cance, so to say, on the framework, so that the terms signify two categories of
religious activity, which together may include practically almost any actual form
of mental or concrete action.

208 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 248. Hujwiri here expounds the teaching of the Khafifis.

209 Niffari: Mawagif, 28:7, 29:16, 30:2; Mukhatabat, 24:26, 26:5, 27:8. Niffari hints that
commandments and prohibitions belong to the state of ghayba only (ibid, 29:23). In his
challenging parlance he places the next world in the same category as this world and ghayba,
contrasting both with ru 'ya, the actual ‘vision® (ibid, 30:2).

210 The basic meaning of the word is not so much in the “state-of-being-in-union™ than in the

“process-of-becoming-together-in-union”.

211 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 88-89; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 114—116.
212 Qusayri: Risala, 64-65; Early Islamic Mysticism, 116.
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Qusayri also mentions one more way in which the terms jam " and farq are
used: jam " is how the Real unites the whole creation by his free ‘disposition” (or
‘alteration’, fasrif) over them, and farg refers to the separation caused by his
various acts and influences that give rise to different ontological distances in the
spiritual status of the created beings . Thus the discussion of mystical states
diffuses on effects of God’s general action in the creation. Qusayri does give a list
of 24 different modes of farg, but it is difficult to estimate which of these are
meant to describe mystical experiences: most seem to be general characteristics of
Sufi spirituality.2!3

In Hujwiri’s discourse jam ' is in the first place connected with the Islamic
conception of salvation history. The omnipotent God unites all mankind in his call
and separates them by his command. He may control the process by inverse
means: for example, he commanded Abraham to behead Ishmael and Adam not to
eat the corn but in both cases he actually willed the contrary. “The real mystery of
union is the knowledge and will of God, while separation is the manifestation of
that which he commands and forbids.” This indirect prick for the legalistic inter-
pretation of Islam implies that union is something totally dependent on God, and
that it is far from being an emotional matter. “Union is that which he unites by his
attributes, and separation is that which he separates by his acts.” In the personal
perspective of an individual jam ' means cessation of human volition and exclu-
sion of personal initiative.2!* In another context, however, Hujwiri presents jam"
as the perfection of a saint, ‘union’ in which one attains such a degree of rapturous
love that one’s intelligence is enraptured in gazing upon the act of God (fi /), and
one is longing for one’s Maker (fa ‘i) on the brink of losing control, but outwardly
one remains in separation (fafriga).?'?

In Qasani’s glossary, however, jam ' means to “witness Truth in the absence
of creation” (Suhiid al-haqq bi-la khalg).?'® This definition refers directly to the
experience of God that is characteristically total in nature, and is more suitable for
“mystical experience” than the ones above.

Annihilation (fana’) and persistence (baga’) are in Kalabadhi’s discourse,
as one might expect, primarily the last phases in the mortification of the
passions.?!” Fana’ means first of all the disappearance of all ‘pleasures’ (literally

213 Qusayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118. For the modes in question, see above, p.
216-217.
214 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 252-255.

215 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 237-238. The context is a polemical one, and it is directed against

those who consider jam ' too easily attainable by anyone.
216 Qagani: Kitab istilahat, § 58.
217 1t is to be recalled that Kalabadhi represents a collection and synthesis of the views of

various Sufis, with no intention of expressing or describing his own experiences.
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‘portions’, huzhiizh) and ‘personal demand’ (mutdlaba) as well as ‘sense of dis-
crimination’ (famyiz), or to adopt Arberry’s interpretation, the passing-away of all
passions and feelings. This mental emptiness is why the concept is invalid without
baqa’, persistence in the properties (huzhiizh) of another, i.e. God. This is
Kalabadhi’s first basic meaning for fana’ and baqa’: to pass away from one’s own
characteristics and persist in those of another. In this perspective, however, fana’
still focuses on the morality of actions. Kalabadhi’s example of the annihilated,
‘Amir ibn ‘Abdallah, obtained this position in the discourse by urging: “I do not
care whether I see a woman or a wall.”?!8 This is a phase, according to Kalabadhi,
in which all the inner movements that function for one’s own personal advantage
have ceased to exist; emotions of passion or fear do exist but only in accordance
with the limits decreed by God. This seems to be somewhat similar to the higher
state of ‘absence’, “another ghayba beyond the ordinary ghayba”, in which the
subject is not aware of his own annihilation since “the one in annihilation in the
presence of persistence is no different from the one in persistence”.2!? In this way
the emphasis on sound action leads Kalabadhi close to the identification of fana’
with baga’.

Another way of defining fana’ operates with an ontological perspective:
“being absent from human qualities in (undertaking) the fearful burden of the
divine qualities™. The absence of human attributes, however, does not imply that
they cease to exist, but that “they are covered by a pleasure (ladhdha) which
supplants the realisation of pain”. One loses every intention directed against the
Divine aim and one’s consciousness (Suhiid) of inconsistencies (al-mukhalifar)
between oneself and God. To this Kalabadhi adjoins a few somewhat indefinite
references to more extraordinary experiences of an exhausting vision (ru’ya)
which makes one unconscious of one’s present non-passionate quality. On the
practical level the idea seems to be one of focusing one’s attention away from
oneself and acting without paying attention to the acting or to its nature, so that
even opposite emotions seem to lose their identities.220

The believer (‘abd) does not attain unification (rawhid), until he feels totally alienated
from his own conscience, in order that the Truth may be manifested to him (al-
Sibln). 22!

A third way of approaching the interpretation of fana’ is to set the starting-point
of the perspective on the limited scope of human understanding in interpreting
one’s own self. During a mystical moment (wagf)

218 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 92-93; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 120, 122.
219 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 93, 87; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 121, 113.
220 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 94-95; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 122-125.
221 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 103. Translation mine.
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he (the mystic) remains without persistence so far as he knows, without passing-away
(fana’) so far as he is conscious, and without moment so far as he can understand;
rather, it is the Creator who knows of his baga’ and fana’.222

This approach of via negativa is surely able to comprise even the most radical
“peak” experiences, and therefore it is applicable to the kind of dynamic fana’ that
manifests itself as ecstatic phenomena, but it also leaves the matter open for all
views. The most crucial disagreement in the Sufi discussion is that concerning the
duration of fana’, whether one returns to one’s own attributes at all. The existence
of disagreement on such a fundamental matter may in fact question the meaning-
fulness and sensibleness of the whole discourse on fand’. At least it shows that the
Sufis were adjoining to the concept of fand’ most divergent mental processes.

To sum up Kalabadhi’s discussion, without becoming entangled in the termi-
nology, we could say that in the mystic’s final state the centre of identity has, as it
were, moved from ego towards the Other, the result being that positive emotions
(pleasure) do not feel different from negative ones (displeasure). Yet Kalabadhi’s
underlying aim to produce an orthodox work causes him to “orthodoxify™ his
discourse. This makes him very careful with the most ecstatic experiences, which
in turn causes him to stress moral purity in every phase and to interpret all states
in relation to moral purity. The totality of his interpretation forms a kind of field
of inner phenomena which may function as a context for the ecstatic experience.

Qusayri, too, starts with the moral aspect of fand’, which he defines as
‘shrugging off the blameworthy properties’ (sugiit al-awsaf al-dhamima). He
actually extends the semantic field to cover the whole sphere of religious life: the
servant of God is not in any circumstances free from either fana’ or baga’?®
Thereby fana’ applies to and operates in all human attributes: “Whoever passes
away (faniya) from his ignorance, endures through his knowledge.” Qusayri also
gives a division of three different dimensions of fana’: (1) fana’ of the self and its
attributes, (2) fana’ from the attributes of the Real, and (3) fana’ from witnessing
one’s own passing away.224

And how are fana’ and ecstatic experience related? As we have seen, fand’ as
a concept is so complicated and paradoxical that any discussion is doomed to drift
into very theoretical speculation which is apt to lose all causal relations with the
experienced reality, proceeding as a conceptual play according to certain rules.
We might suggest, however, that one could read into the Sufi interplay an inter-
section where fana’ and “ecstasy” are identified in a way that the former is static,
the latter a dynamic aspect of the same reality — in other words, ecstasy as a

222 Kalabadhi: Kitb al-Ta'arruf, 96; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 126.
223 Qusayri: Risala, 67.
224 Qusayri: Risala, 68—69.
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culmination of fana’. “Drinking from the cup of union™?23 can be taken as a point
of contact with God in the process of unification and annihilation, and in that
sense also the final cause of the experience. This may also apply when fana’ is
understood in an orthopractic sense, i.e. consisting rather of acts and omitted
actions than of somewhat emotional states.

We are united in one respect, but we are separated in another.
Although awe has hidden you from the gladness of mine eye,
ecstasy has made you near to my inmost parts.226

The most fervent state in Kalabadhi’s discourse is overmastery (ghalaba), to be
translated as ‘inspiration’ as suggested above, yet the discourse around the term
concentrates on ascertaining that during ghalaba “it is permissible to do things not
allowed in the state of repose (hal al-sukiin).”??" In the eyes of outsiders these
seem to be objectionable. Kalabadhi’s examples include “Umar, who in his zeal
for Islam and against pagans opposed even Muhammad himself, and Abil Taybah,
who cupped the prophet Muhammad and then drank his blood, against the law,
yet Muhammad forgave him.2?8 For Hujwiri, however, ghalaba seems to be one
type of ecstasy equivalent to sukr, and his main point is to defend its given nature
as the opposite of something acquired or produced by one’s own means.?2°

Most of the symbolic expressions of ecstatic experience developed into
technical terms that function in the discourse intrinsically. Especially important in
the “stateological” discussion are Surb (drinking) and dhawg (tasting). According
to Hujwiri, Surb refers to the drinking of spiritual pleasure, which is for the soul as
important as water is for the body, and hence §urb is necessary for novices as
well. Dhawg is used as a somewhat broader concept that includes bitter or painful
experiences as well.230 According to Qusayri, dhawq appears before surb, which
is a more powerful experience: “the possessor of dhawg is pretending to be drunk-
en, but the possessor of §urb is drunken”.23!

As for Ghazali, he employs dhawg as the opposite of something acquired by
scientific learning, and consequently his dhawg as an experience is characterised
by subjectivity and emotionality. Indeed, Watt, in his translation of Mungidh min
al-dalal, gives ‘immediate experience’ for dhawq, and Gairdner in Miskat al-

225 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 392.
226 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 255 (quotation from a poem by “a certain great Shaykh™).
227 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 85; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 110.

228 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 83-85; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 108-110.

229 Yujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 184.

230 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 392.

Bl Quiayri: Risala, 72. 5,5 oot wale 5 SLutall 3ol wala
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Anwar translates the adverb dhawgiyy™ ‘experimentally and subjectively’, mean-
ing the opposite of the scientific (imiyy™).232

In Qa8ani’s definition, however, the basic idea of dhawg is that it is the
category of beginning: it refers to the “first steps of the vision of Truth” (awwal
darajat Suhiid al-hagq). If this vision increases and grows stronger, it is to be
called surb, and in its final stage it is ‘quenching’ (riyy).233 Since Qasani’s interest
as a whole is in the everlasting extension of experienced ‘knowledge’ or ‘vision’ —
both terms are symbolic here — of God, he interprets practically all terms in
relation to this pursuit.

Also, the standard equivalent to the sign ‘ecstasy’, wajd, is used as a techni-
cal term which adopts diverging tones in different contexts. In Hujwiri’s discourse
wajd adopts the meanings of ‘finding’ and ‘uniting’ in the context of hal and
wagqt. Both of these states include admittance of the problem of human under-
standing in relation to the past and future; these are both abandoned as “veils’ in
order to devote oneself to God in the present.23* On the other hand, wajd as a state
during sama" signifies sorrow caused by the loss of the Beloved, and wujiid
correspondingly torrent of emotions resulting from finding — but both “cannot be
reached by investigation”.3

Qasani, however, defines wujid as “the realisation that the essence of Truth
is in its essence”.236 The definition is typical of his “existential ontology”, where
the true nature of the existence and the (development of) personal illumination are
combined, and this combination is projected into the definitions of the terminolo-
gy.

The endless number of various states is illustratively shown by the existence
of “squared states”, to use a mathematical expression. QuSayri has jam" al-jam’,
‘union of union’ which is ‘beyond union and separation’; in it the subject is “utter-
ly removed from perceiving any other”, his whole consciousness being over-
powered (istawla) by the Divinity.237 It is hard to see any other function for the
term than indication of a complete and extreme jam', an ultimate concentration.
Qusayri continues even further, beyond jam " al-jam " where there is a state called
‘second separation’ (farq al-thani):*3® this means a sober state to which one is
returned from one’s ecstatic state in order to perform one’s prescribed duties, i.e.

232 watt 1953, 62, 66; Ghazali: Miskar al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 60).

233 Qatani: Kitab istilahat, § 500.

234 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 367-370.

235 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 413.

Qasani: Kitab istilahat, no. 87 (p. 26). ali ala g=dl gl asgy
23T Quiayri: Risala, 65-66.

238 Qusayri: Risala, 66.
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ritual prayers. The obvious benefit of this concept is that thereby one may prove
that the mystic’s apparently normal state is high above the apparently equivalent
normal state of the ordinary people!

When the discourse operates on this more abstract level, with states that are
built on others, the outcome may be states as colourful as talwin, literally ‘colour-
ing’, which seems to mean a fusion of states — a necessary concept indeed from
the point of view of psychological reality. Junayd uses it in the sense of ‘variety’
of states.?>® However, Ernst translates the word as ‘rapture’24?, Sells as ‘transfor-
mation’2*! and Safwat as ‘change’. Qasani explains that talwin is the “veiling of
the properties?*? of an exalted mystical state, or stage by the effects?43 of a lowly
state, or stage”, and quoting Ibn ‘Arabi he even states that it is the most perfect of
all stages, even though “to most others it is an incomplete stage (magam
nagis)” 244

As for Qusayri, he presents falwin with its opposite pair tamkin (‘fixity’), the
ultimate goal being the latter. For ralwin he gives a solemn yet quite non-distinc-
tive definition: “talwin is an attribute of the lords of the states” 243 The idea seems
to be that falwin indicates the totality of the uplifting process in which the various
states change constantly by transformation or interpenetration or otherwise. The
essential point, however, is that the mystic is a possessor of talwin as long as he is
on the path “because he is rising from state to state (hal), changing from one
attribute to another” 246

We may already make a few concluding remarks. As we have seen above, the
authors are basically, albeit not absolutely, consistent within their own discourse
but not commensurable with each other. This is because the endeavour to system-
atise and classify ancient ascetic modes of thinking and acting into dissimilar
types and exact terms has no alternative for being more or less an artificial
pursuit, a language game. This possibility is in essence recognised by Kalabadhi
himself:

239 Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 82; translated “different modes” by Zaehner (1960, 223).
240 Ermnst 1985, 49.

241 Early Islamic Mysticism, 135; QuSayri: Risala, 17. Since the interpretative translations vary
remarkably, I prefer the literal translation ‘colouring’.

242 altkam, more literally ‘dominions’, ‘regimes’ or ‘authorities’. ‘Properties’ is the translation
given by Sawfat. Qashani § 487 (text 156, tr. 107).

243

athar, literally ‘traces’ or ‘signs. ‘Effects’ is Sawfat’s translation. Qa3ani: Kitab istilahat, §
487 (text 156, tr. 107).

244 Qaani: Kitab istilahat, § 487 (text 156, tr. 107).

285 31,091 Gt Tae ou, Ll Qudayri: Risdla, 78.

246 Quzayri: Risala, 78.
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Faith which is true, and faith which is merely formal, have outwardly the same
appearance, but their real natures are diverse: on the other hand, annihilation (fana")
and all the other special stations (magamat), are diverse by their appearance (suwar),
but their true natures (haga’ig) are the same.247

Different authors use different terms in different ways. These varied usages give
rise to meanings with different nuances that vary from author to author. This
process reinforces itself: since the meanings are understood to be varied, the terms
are, in turn, used in diverging ways. The varying meanings, however, are usually
not to be understood as exclusive but rather as complementary in character.
Nevertheless, they do demolish the idea of a public language consisting of exact
signs for inner states: ways of application do not match, and hence the meanings
cannot be exact either. This is also why the terms are impossible to understand in
a specific manner when taken out of their context. I have no reason to disagree
with the estimation given by Emst:

There is sometimes a wide variation in the definitions themselves, from one author to
another; each one seems to have felt a considerable freedom to add or to subtract from
the received definitions, in accordance with personal experience or the authoritative
pronouncement of a teacher.248

The endless differentiation of states is connected with, and to some extent result-
ing from, the peculiarities of the vocabulary of classical Arabic. For example,
musamarat and muhdadathat, two states of a perfect Sufi, refer to different times of
day; the former originally signifies something like “silent nocturnal discussion
(between lovers)” and the latter the same in the day-time.24®

Sufi speculation concerning terms has developed a construction of concepts
on concepts, the process being in a way analogous to the development of Western
philosophical thought. Concerning the structure of the use of language, such terms
of second degree form a parallel to the symbols of symbols employed in Sufi
poetry (see above, p. 214). These new special terms produced in the discourse can
be understood only through the previous terms, for example: “Muhadardt denotes
the presence of the heart in the subtleties of bayan, while mukasafar denotes the
presence of sirr in the domain of ‘fyan.”?% (The basic thought here is simply that
the former has the signs of God in his mind, the latter the greatness of God.)

The Sufis, however, go still further. They adopt technical usages and mystical
meanings for ordinary words that one perhaps would not expect to encounter in

247 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 98; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 129.
248 pmst 1992, 187.

249 Yujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 380-381.

250 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 373. Nicholson gives ‘demonstration’ for bayan, ‘spirit’ for sirr
and ‘vision’ for ‘iyan.
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Islamic mystical vocabulary. For example, ‘name’ (ism) may refer to the names of
God which are His attributes and therefore experiential qualities through which
He may be experienced.?>! And correspondingly, ‘letters’ (huriif) are “elementary
realities deriving from the Essences”.?52 This phenomenon should perhaps be seen
as the outcome of a mystical attitude rather than of mystical experience.

The number of various terms for the inner states employed in the books is in
the hundreds, and unknown in the actual practical relationship between master and
disciple. For the practisers of Sufism the richness of Sufi language, particularly
the contemplative and enigmatic character of the definitions of technical terms,
means that the mystical experience is not restricted by too inflexible a linguistic
system: instead, the process of conditioning may take place in various ways,
through boundless possibilities.

On the other hand, the complexity of discourse produced by the over-specifi-
cation may also give it a certain arbitrary taste. This cannot avoid causing a
certain counter-reaction among the mystics themselves. One of the constantly
present tendencies in Niffari’s discourse is to leave the concentration on various
states and turn towards the essence of the matter instead. “Leave nearness (qurb),
and you will see God”, he courageously declares.?>3 The words, the verbal level,
are for mystics only a means, not a goal, and therefore the lack of exactness is a
problem only for outsiders.

3.3.2. Causa Efficiens

If we were to build our discussion on the ontological structure of discourse as seen
by the Sufis themselves, the effective cause of experience would be a logical
starting-point. In an objective analysis, however, the problem of the external cause
behind the experience belongs within the category of interpretation.

In the Sufi perspective, the very ecstatic quality of the experience itself
results from the existence of an outer cause and from its confrontation with man’s
physical capacity. If the effect is forceful enough, human “reason and natural
faculties are too weak to sustain its rapture and intensity”,25* and for this reason it

manifests itself as an ecstatic phenomenon.

251 71t is not the utterance of the Name which matters, but rather the essence of the thing

named.” Qashani: Kitab istilahat, § 12; Ernst 1992, 189.

252 Qashani: Kitab istilahar, § 117. sle¥) Ha el gslaall (‘Name’ and ‘letter’ happen to
be crucial concepts in Jewish mysticism.)

253 Niffari: Mawagif, 67:61.

254 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 254.
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Junayd states explicitly that the experience “does not result from their own
striving or from any perception or imagination” but from the fact that God exists
and is at work in them (al-haqq bihim).>53 Qusayri depicts the given nature of
experience as follows:

(Sufis’) realities (hagdig) are not collected by any sort of effort (takalluf)
nor gained by any kind of action (tasarruf); rather, they are meanings (ma 'an)
that God has promised to the hearts of a people.236

According to the Sufi authors, the effective cause, as might be expected, is God
(allah): “The state (hal) descends from God into a man’s heart.”257 Most often,
however, this is expressed by referring to some of God’s epithets like ‘gentleness’
(Iutf).258 The most common of these is the Truth, al-hagq. “Ecstasy is the glad
tidings sent by the Truth (basarat al-hagq) of the mystic’s promotion to the
stations of His contemplation (magamat musahadatihi).”>>® Junayd presents as
causa efficiens ‘the lights of His Essence’ (anwar huwiyyatihi — literally ‘He-
ness).260 Jilani employs ‘power of the Spirit’ (quwwat al-riih) as the cause of the
ecstatic experience which comes in ‘intoxicating power’ (bi-quwwat al-
Jjadhdhaba).25!

However, even on this basic point Niffari’s daring expressions move in their
own categories, for according to him ecstasy (wajd) means to be in God, which in
turn is a result of seeing God:

Oh servant! The one who sees me, stays with me, and the one who stays with me,
remains in ecstasy (wajd) in me.262

The very existence of causa efficiens outside the subject of the experience is
shown most apparently by the references of its autonomous coming.2%* The notion

255 Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 80; Zachner 1960, 220.

256 Quiayri: Risala, 53. (Translation according to Ernst 1992, 188.) The term haga’ig, ‘truths’,

here signifies the mystical states by emphasising their (ultimate) reality. It is also an esoteric
expression since the truth (hagg) of a state is beyond the ordinary explanations of the terms
referring to it.

257 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 181. The idea is in fact so obvious that it is quite seldom

mentioned.
258 Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 95.
259 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 83. Arberry (Doctrine of the Sufis, 107) translates ‘sent by
God’.
260 Quiayri: Risala, 327; Principles of Sufism, 339.
261
262

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

Niffari: Mukhatabat 12:6. Arberry (p. 143) translates: “Whoso sees Me, abides for me; and
whoso abides for me, abides in the experience of Me.”

263 g o Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 418 (sama’).
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also implies a distinction between real ecstasy and the product of a person’s own
psychological process. Hujwiri differentiates between ecstasy (wajd) effected by
God and the natural impulses sensitised by music.264 Shadhili recommends
discernment when watching over one’s heart: “If any good comes upon you from
God, you accept it; and if the contrary comes upon you, you disapprove it, having
recourse to God with respect to averting and procuring. 263

Qusayri defines ecstasy (wajd) as what happens to one’s heart and comes
upon one without intention (ta‘ammud) or effort (takalluf). He proceeds to state
uncompromisingly that “any ecstasy which contains anything of its possessor is
not ecstasy”.2%6 The use of the verb sahida (‘to witness’) to mark the mystic’s
relation to the experience is also illustrative in this respect: in that state (hala) the
servant “witnesses the one who originates through his divine power his own
identity and essence.”267

The existence of a causa efficiens is also used as a criterion behind the
standard Sufi classification of experiences into states (hal) and stations (magam).
According to Qusayri, “States are bestowed; stations are attained. States come
freely given while stations are gained with effort (majhiid).”?68 Similarly, a state,
unlike a station, can also be taken away from a person. Whether the states are
really only momentary, is a debated question. Some claim, Qusayri agreeing with
them, that the true states are continuous although there may be variation in their
intensity at different times.2° The very existence of disagreement on such a basic
matter once more shows the difficulty of using a public language for objects that
are inner and private in essence. Kalabadhi’s solution here is to relate the items so
that they overlap: “every station has a beginning and an end, and between these
are the various states”.270

The description of the quality of tranquillity, which was expressed by Niffari
on the symbolic level as a ‘gate’, is completed on the level of interpretation by
portraying it as ‘entering unto God’; the gate is opened and kept open by God, and
finally it leads to the seeing of God: “when you entered to me, you saw me”.27!
And moreover, the gate is used from the other side by the ‘self-revelation’
(ta'arruf) of God that enters through it to the subject of the experience.272

264 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiab, 419.

265 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 109.
266 Qusayri: Risala, 62.

267 Qusayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118. & s, «ic ool laa ags,

268 Qusayri: Risala, 57. (Translation according to M.A. Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 104.)
269 Qusayri: Risala, 57-58.

270 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, 59; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 76.

271 Niffari: Mawdgqif, 54:3-4,8. s ) alas 13)

272 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:3.
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The consuming quality of the experience may be portrayed on the interpre-
tative level as love-sickness, infatuation, passionate yearning, and ardent desire
for God. It seems that the quality derives its vitality from two directions: from the
psychological passion of longing and yearning for God on the one hand, and from
the burning divine presence on the other. The discussion on the subject takes place
under the concept of irdda, ‘desire’.?”

Jilani differentiates real ecstasy from artificial or self-produced ecstasy by the
fact that ‘physical-psychological ecstasy’ (wajd al-jismaniyya al-nafsaniyya) is
outward and under the control of the will, and therefore hypocritical and
worthless, whereas in ‘spiritual compassionate ecstasy’ (wajd al-rithaniyya al-
rahmaniyya) the body has no choice, which indicates that spiritual ecstasy is
uncontrolled.?”#

The difference between sound ecstasy and artificial ecstasy is an important
yet difficult topic. It has been perhaps somewhat avoided by many of the Sufi
authors, however. Kalabadhi, for example, does not comment on it at all. This
negligence is very understandable, for the problem is common to all religions: if
one applied to one’s own (or to one’s tradition’s) religious experience the same
degree of criticality and rationality as one does to that of heretics, evidently the
whole experience would be in danger of being lost in the category of psychic
phenomena.

There is, however, an analysis given by Qusayri concerning the source of
khawatir, a broad concept including all kinds of ideas, thoughts, desires and incli-
nations that rise to the mind more or less unannounced. They may have four
different kinds of origin. (1) Those caused by angels are called ‘inspiration’
(ilham). (2) Those caused by the self (nafs) are called ‘ideas’ (hawdyjis); these are
usually connected with carnal desire or pride. (3) Those caused by Satan (Saytan)
are called ‘temptations’ (wasawis, literally ‘whisperings’), these usually entice a
person to commit acts of disobedience. (4) And finally, those caused by God are
‘true ideas’ (khatir haqq).” These four are the basic varieties of causa efficiens
of mystical experiences, three of them transcendent.

Niffari discloses two basic principles concerning the recognition of the causa
efficiens, the first actually leading to the causa finalis. It is possible to recognise
the cause from the effects: if the experience separates the subject from the things
that separate him from God, it is divine.?’® Another principle is that even if the
experience starts to function in the right way but too early, before he has been

273 E.g. Qusayri: Risala, 202; Principles of Sufism, 177.
274 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 118-119; Secret of Secrets, 89-90.
275

Qusayri: Risala, 84. In Kitab al-Ta'arruf (p. 62) Kalabadhi makes the same division, except
for ‘enemy’ ('aditw) instead of Satan.

276 Niffari: Mawagif, 30:7.
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“severed”, the subject should be afraid of deception (makr).277 True illumination
does not come before purification, to use a Christian expression.

The role of Satan (Saytan, iblis) in the analysis of Sufi experience is very
limited in character. According to Jilani, the devil cannot assume the form of
Muhammad or any of his followers even in a dream. The devil may pretend to be
God only with respect to anger and wrath, by assuming the attributes of God’s
delusion or anger. “The devil cannot appear with the character of any divine
attribute in which there is a trace of guidance.”?’8 However, Jilani admits the
existence of a satanic (Saytaniyya) ecstasy (wajd) which is distinguishable from
the lack of light (nir, a divine attribute) and infidelity (kufr).2” In this phase the
position of the decisive criterion is left to Islamic law. According to QuSayri’s
instruction, the differentiation between demonic and angelic inspiration can be
made only by those who do not eat forbidden food.280

Among things mentioned as effective causes of ecstasy there are also a few
curiosities. Jilani mentions the singing of birds, the sighing of lovers and melodies
of songs as movers of spiritual energy, and “evil and the ego have no share” in
them.28! These profane sources of inspiration seem to be in contradiction with the
non-psychological origin of the spiritual experience. (The analytically orientated
prosaic context does not support symbolic interpretation here.) Jilani’s idea is
probably that the three causes belong to the luminous spiritual realm and not to
the dark side since they all are part of God’s creation.

Qusayri also mentions the aspect of ‘beauty’ (jamal) as an effective cause
behind the experience: “If the attribute of beauty is unveiled to the servant, he
attains drunkenness, his spirit is transported and his heart is wander-lost.”282
According to Niffari, however, beauty (husn) does not affect those who are on the
highest spiritual level 283

7, 5o mad dlabd (L3 daeay lunls el la LIS “Whatever thing appears to you, and begins
to concentrate you before you have been severed, fear its deception.” Niffari: Mawdagif, 30:8.
Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 133; Secret of Secrets, 109—110.

27" Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 133; Secret of Secrets, 109-110.

280 Qusayri: Risala, 84.

281

278

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90 (wherein the words alhan al-aghant,
‘melodies of songs’ are neglected.)

laf) alay pasll Cushy Sl fae Jleall sy aall s,S 150G

QuSayri: Risala, 71. The beauty of God as a profit (ribh) in Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 60 (cf.
Secret of Secrets, 23).

282

283 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:39. The statements are not in complete contradiction, not only because

they seem to refer to people of different ranks but also because siusn is a broader concept
than jamal.
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Perhaps surprisingly, ‘love’ is hardly ever explicitly mentioned as the causa
efficiens in the prose works that form the corpus of the study; Qusayri does state
that “When a person’s love is strengthened, his drink becomes endless. 284

The Sufis also discussed the possibility of receiving two divergent influences
from God. (Actually, the problem has been present in Islamic thinking since the
case of “satanic verses” during Muhammad’s early career.) Qusayri puts forward
three opinions: Junayd considered the first of these the strongest “because when it
endures, its possessor returns to contemplation (ta‘ammul)”, Ibn “Ata’ preferred
the second “because it builds upon the power of the first”, and the third opinion is
that they are equal “because both are from the Real one (al-hagq)”.28

Another aspect of Sufi criticality is directed towards the methods adopted.
The dilemma is that the mystic’s life largely consists of his mystical exercises, yet
these are not supposed to produce genuine experiences. The problem is acknow-
ledged, the artificial experiences are condemned by the authors, yet the dilemma
remains. “Raptures (mawdajid) induced by words (mugawalar) are an infidelity
(kafr) by definition.”286

The fact that the existence of causa finalis and the actuality of particular
methods behind the experience do not necessarily exclude each other, has an
additional argument behind it in the Islamic context: the possibility of appealing
to the idea of predestination so that the methods themselves may be viewed as
being ultimately caused by God. This may be concluded from the predestining
actions of God, or the single methods may be seen as having taken their rise from
God’s action. For instance, contemplation may be interpreted as being caused by
God_ZST

Finally, we may point out that the confident parlance concerning the effectual
cause does not imply that the Sufis were somehow blind to the human aspects of
the phenomenon. The mystical experience takes place in the mental reality, and
for that reason it is also fully dependent on the subject’s psychological condition.
Qusayri expresses this idea by stating that the purity — and he does not say
‘quantity’ — of the mystical states (ahwal) follows the purity of acts (a 'mal).288

The Sufis also recognised that the subjective aspect of the experience makes
it relative: the subject’s awareness and consciousness of the experience (or state)
may disturb the act of experiencing so that the attention is focused on the more
psychological dimensions that are inevitably less essential. QuSayri expresses it

284 Quiayri: Risala,72. 4 b da ol 4em E Omy

285 Qusayri: Risala, 84-85; Early Islamic Mysticism, 145.
286 Njiffari: Mawagif, 34:6.

287
288

Niffari: Mawagif, 19:4. This is implied simply by the use of the causative ashada.
Qu3ayri: Risala, 67; Early Islamic Mysticism, 120.
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compactly in a poetic fashion: “the vision of nearness is a veil over nearness”, i.e.
to realise that one is close to God does not help one to come closer to him.28°

The principle of relativity is reflected on the linguistic level as well. What
this means concerning the discourse is brilliantly expressed by Niffari: “In every-
thing there is a trace of me. If you speak of it, you change it.”2% This crystallises
the notion that language does not describe the outside world objectively but
reshapes the reality by forcing it into categories, as well as by supplying the
semantic keys to all its users. When the mystical experience is portrayed verbally,
its signs (both symbolic and analytical) become parts of discourse in which the
meanings are reproduced in a process dominated by subjective significances.

3.3.3. Causa Finalis

What is the function of the experience? For Sufis the only inherent value is God
Himself, and any other functions or effects of the mere experience are essentially
misunderstandings and for that reason not widely discussed in a direct way. If we
disregard God here as a feature of “theological interpretation”, there are only
occasional references to the causa finalis.

Firstly, in the mental reality the mystical experience effects certain rearrange-
ments in the emotional field. This may mean feelings of joy produced by partici-
pation in the experience, for example: “Your joy (farak) for that which I give you
is better than your sorrow for that which I do not give you.” 2! This joy is in
principle different by its position in the discourse from the joyous quality in the
experience itself (described in chapter 3.2.2). Or it may mean a certain balancing
effect. “When you see me, security and fear become equal.”292 This sense of the
causa finalis infuses with the whole discourse where the control of the emotions is
a basic motive constantly present in one way or another. However, in most
contexts it is difficult — and artificial — to see or make differentiations between the
emotional qualities present in the experience itself and those produced by it.

Secondly, there is the eschatological function. We may conclude from the
discourse of Kalabadhi that mystical experiences function with a twofold relation
to salvation. On the one hand, they function as the causa efficiens of salvation,
and on the other, they are signs that indicate that their possessor will inherit salva-
tion. Namely, in the Sufi perspective spiritual superiority is after all not based on
religious practices such as prayer and fasting, but on the favours (karamar) and

289 Quiayri: Risala, 82; Early Islamic Mysticism, 140. o il e olaa ozl L3,

290 Niffari: Mawagif, 5:6.
291 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 25:10.
292 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 4:11.
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gifts (mawahib) that are experienced in the inner heart and on the spiritual states
(ahwal) that are signs (a ‘lam) of God’s friendship (wildya).2*>

Niffari expresses the same idea in a slightly different way, indicating that the
experiential states are a kind of participation in the existential state of the world to
come. He proclaims: “Your body after death is in the place where your heart is
before death.”?%* And moreover, Niffari adds one more perspective to the same
theme by hinting that the mystical states follow one after death: “As you enter to
me in prayer, so you will enter to me in your grave.”?%>

Unlike many mystics, however, Niffari is not too confident concerning the
world to come: “Fear is the sign of him who knows his end: hope is the sign of
him who is ignorant of his end.”?% The notion may be simply due to the fact that
Niffari is constantly willing to set himself in opposition to other Sufis, if at all
possible. As a drunken one he is above the sober speculators, and as a divine
oracle he is above the drunken ones who are not concerned about salvation
because they have identified themselves with God while on earth. Niffari’s subtle
discourse reprehends mystics who are high in wisdom but low in fear, and who
thereby end up with mockery.?’

3.4. THEORETICAL CONTEXT

3.4.1. Speculation on the States

As we have already glimpsed, the Sufis do not contend themselves with working
up emotional states and impulsive moments into general types and adapting them
into technical terms, but they enthusiastically proceed to speculate on the relation-
ships between them as well. In this discursive “game” the states may be arranged
into contrasting or consecutive series.

3.4.1.1. Contrasting Comparison

One of the surprising features of Sufi literature is the emphasis given to the
question of superiority of one state in comparison with its counterpart. As we

293 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. S0-51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 65-66.
294 Niffari: Mawagif, 24:7.

295 Niffari: Mawagif, 12:8. The sentence, however, is open to other kinds of interpretation as

well.
296 Niffari: Mawagif, 15:21.
297 Niffari: Mawagif, 15:28.
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noted above, the states are often arranged and presented in polar pairs.2% In
principle they may be opposites of various kinds: directional opposites (jam' —
lafriga), antipodal opposites (hudir — ghayba), counterparts (qurb — bu'd),
reversives (kasf — hijab). Yet in practice any pair, especially the most abstract
ones like fana’ — baga’, may be understood as belonging in various categories of
oppositions; this is largely due to the semantic structure of the Arabic noun, which
often means both being in the state of X and becoming (more and more) the state
of X.2% When the contents of these states are contrasted and their relationship
discussed in great detail, the discourse often proceeds by means of negations so
that the presentation of state X does not necessarily contain much more than
speculation on its relation, usually superiority, to its opposite (-X).

The discussion on sobriety (sahw) and drunkenness (sukr) is one of the most
famous features of classical Sufism, and as we have seen, of our sources Kala-
badhi and Qu3ayri in particular represent the definitive works of sober Sufism.
Niffari’s discourse, on the other hand, is above the whole questioning, and his ter-
minology does not even contain the problematic pair at all.

According to Hujwiri, the ultimate state is that of sobriety, perhaps the most
peculiar argument being that the prophets used to perform miracles in sobriety but
the saints are able to perform them only in drunkenness. Yet he does also present
the confronting view in great detail; the superiority of drunkenness is argued from
the fact that the greatest veil between man and God is composed by the human
attributes, and these are at their strongest in sobriety. This is in turn opposed by
the view that man should become continually more sober in order to comprehend
the true Reality and in order to be released from entanglement in superficial
phenomena; as the drunken person supposes that he has been annihilated, even
though the attributes have not really disappeared, which is a more serious veil
than any other. This notion indicates that there is no valid criterion for annihila-
tion on a subjective basis. However, there is “agreement” on the fact that even if
the attributes be successfully annihilated, the speculation goes on: there is an
equal diversity concerning the superiority of the next stages as well.300

When Hujwiri treats the controversy between ‘absence’ (ghayba) and
‘presence’ (hudiir), he recognises that it is essentially the same problem as the
basic debate on drunkenness and sobriety. He even admits explicitly that the
whole distinction is “merely verbal, for they seem to be approximately the same”.
Nevertheless, there are numerous Sufis who prefer ghayba®®! and others who

298 Contrasting pairs (tazadd) are also famous in Persian poetry. Schimmel 1982, 59.

299 0on opposites, see Cruse 1986, 223-231.

300 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 118, 151-152, 184—187, 226, 248-249.

301 E.g. al-Hallaj, Ibn “Ata, Abu Hamza “and numerous sheikhs of Iraq”. Hujwiri: Kashf al-

Mahjiib, 249.
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prefer hudiir392. The former argue that man’s self is the greatest veil between God
and man, and when one becomes absent from oneself, one’s evils are annihilated
as though as they are “consumed by the flame of proximity (qurba) to God”. The
latter argue that the value of ‘absence’ depends on the ‘presence’, ‘absence” being
only a means that leads to ‘presence’, for ‘absence’ involves the sorrow of being
veiled, while ‘presence’ involves joy.303

The notions on the status of the states appearing during sama' — namely, wajd
and wujiid — vary according to the same pattern. Wujid, according to its support-
ers, is superior because it is the state of love and of lovers. Those preferring wajd,
on the other hand, consider wujiid to be a state of novices: they argue that since
God is infinite, even the experiences of wujiid cannot be more than emotions
(Pers. masrabi). Yet there is agreement on the fact that the “power of knowledge
should be greater than the power of wajd, since, if wajd be more powerful, the
person affected by it is in a dangerous position”.3% This remark reveals a certain
distrust, as if an experience given by God could lead one into danger (in relation
to the revelation and to one’s own self). The explanation is that one overcome by
wajd is deprived of the ability of discrimination (khitab), and cannot be recom-
pensed or punished, for he is in the “predicament of madmen”.3%3

In Qusayri’s discourse wujid comes after one rises beyond wajd. “Wujid is
an end, and ecstasy (wajd) is an intermediary between the beginning and the
end.”306

The question of the duration of fana’ belongs to the same theme. Kalabadhi
takes the view of those who consider this state permanent (Junayd, al-Kharraz
etc.); his arguments, however, do not seem to be more convincing than those of
his opponents: the use of the Qur’an on both sides appears a little arbitrary. Those
in favour of permanence and stability, in their own opinion, represent a more
genuine experience, since they stress the given nature of experience setting it in
opposition to that acquired by human effort.

There appears to him a revelation of God’s power, and shows him his desire of God
departing in reverence to God; then there appears to him a revelation of God, and
shows him the departing of his desire of the vision of the departing of his desire; and

b2 E.g. al-Muhasibi, Junayd, Sahl ibn "Abdallah, Abu Ja'far Haddad and Muhammad ibn
Khafif, to whom Hujwiri attributes the authorship of the doctrine in question; Hujwiri: Kashf’
al-Mahjib, 249.

Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 248-251. Undoubtedly the choice of preferred terminology is
largely a question of mentality: personalities with a tendency towards radicalism like bolder
concepts, and those of a moderate temper find the positive concepts more pleasant.

304 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 414.
305 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 413-416.
306 Qusayri: Risala, 62-63.

303
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there remains the vision of what was of God for God, and the One and Eternal is alone
in His Oneness; and with God there is not for other than God either passing-away
(fana’) or persistence (baga’) (al-Kharraz).307

The formation of theoretical speculation unavoidably has the potential to develop
intrinsic values out of abstractions. If this be the case, the result is a variety of
speculations on the states that always seem to be almost as unique and ultimate as
the one following it.

If the state of discrimination (halat al-tamyiz) even causes me to be aware only of what
is God’s, and to lose sense of what is mine, what will the state of intoxication (halat al-
sukr) be like, a state in which discrimination passes away? (Kalabadhi)308

The basic disposition behind the discussion concerning the superiority of any
particular state regularly functions according to the same pattern. Once the experi-
ence has been attained, one can either place stress on its decisive character and
hence its finality and base one’s conclusions as to its value on its divine origin, or
one may recognise the casual quantity and subjective quality of the experience
and use these facts as a basis for further conclusions. In other words, the problem
is the value of subjective infallibility; even if one has attained perfect certainty
one may still admit that the sense of certainty is not a universal proof. On the
other hand, the question is also one of authority: who is able to define the truth on
the Islamic status of the “enlightened” from a lower state? Moreover, it is possible
that the masters of discourse may define more judgements on the matter than their
personal experience of mystical experiences would allow. In the words of Ibn al-
Farghani: “Who knows the form (rasm) becomes proud, and who knows the
content (wasm) becomes bewildered.”30

The same juxtaposition is reflected in the discussion of the value of the Sufi
session, samd', ‘listening’. Others estimate it as belonging to beginners who still
need to listen to God, “the Other”. And according to others, sama' is presence
with God and staying with the Beloved; listening is for the ear the same as service
is for the body, union for the spirit, contemplation for the subconscious (sirr),310
love for the heart (Pers. dil), or seeing to the eye.3!!

307 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 94; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 123.

308 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 87; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 112.

309 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 102; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 134. (Translation slightly
altered.)

310 Sirr, literally ‘secret’, refers to the undermost hidden part of the soul, so it is often a very
functional solution to translate it as ‘subconscious’, albeit a somewhat a modern expression.
Here Nicholson’s ‘soul’ would also do.

311 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 405-407.
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Also, a state that is seemingly sound may contain a built-in opposition. The
fact that the consuming quality of the experience functions, according to the
perspective chosen for the interpretation, as both causa efficiens and causa finalis,
produces a discussion on the juxtaposition of those who desire God (murid) and
those who are desired (murad) by Him, the result being that “every murad is a
murid’, and vice versa: both concepts have the same reference but from opposite
angles. However, according to those Sufis that use these concepts with divergent
meanings, a murid is a beginner and a labourer controlled by rules and regulations
but a murad is at the highest degree, being controlled by the care and protection of
God. Junayd puts this in brief: “The murid walks; the murad flies. 7312

The principle of the very existence of antithetical pairs, however, may have a
great deal more significance than a mere verbal play. It introduces to Islamic
thinking the category of paradox which is behind all the main doctrines of Christi-
anity but not present in the basic doctrines of Islam. Yet paradoxes have always
been a basic feature of mystical thought, due to their ability to test and extend the
limits of common thought. The speech of Niffari’s divine subject proclaims
explicitly: “If you do not see Me behind every pair of opposites (diddiyya) with a
single vision, you do not know Me.”313

Another good example of this “psychedelic function” of mystical language is
also given by Niffari, who displays a paradoxical way of expressing the proximity
of God who is so close to man that He is actually between Himself and man.
“When you see me, and (when) you see the one who sees me, I am between both,
listening and answering.”314

On the other hand, the value of the whole system of multiple states can be
questioned as well. Since the states as denominations are part of a complex that is
ultimately verbal in nature, they are far from being intrinsic in comparison with
the actual experienced dimension. Niffari disputes the value of state-concepts by
setting even wagfa, his own preferred state, in opposition to the actual experience,
which does not deal with concepts but with God himself. “You desire either me or
wagqfa”, proclaims Niffari’s divine subject.313

This may be the main reason for interpreting a state as deceit, a possibility
that has also produced a technical term of its own. Namely, a state might be
designated as “fraud’ (makr),3'6 defined by Qa3ani as follows:

312 E.g. Qudayri: Risala, 203-205; Principles of Sufism, 179-181.

313 Niffari: Mawagif, 19:7. The use of the root ‘RF of ‘knowing’ (ta'rifni) implies that it is
ma 'rifa rather than 'i/m that is referred to. Arberry translates the end “thou hast no gnosis of

»

me .
314 Niffari: Mawagif, 25:17.
315 Niffari: Mawagif; 18:1.
316 cf Massignon 1954, 368 (45-46), 375 (72).
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This is following up blessings with misdeeds, sustaining mystical states without regard
for propriety, and divulging signs and miracles without authority or restraint.317

3.4.1.2. Consecutive Comparison

The discursive play with states can operate in another, more harmonious way
where the aim is to compare the states in order to arrange them not in antithesis
but in succession, as a consecutive series, which may produce images of a path to
be travelled or a ladder to be ascended. This applies to the whole system of states
and to the other concepts connected with them, and in that way it also sets the
ecstatic experiences in a new perspective.

For example, Ibn “Arabi grades the states from the faintest to the strongest,
the order being ‘tasting’ (dhawgq) — ‘drinking’ (§urb) — ‘quenching’ (riyy) — ‘intox-
ication’ (sukr).3'® Qusayri starts in like manner but has a slightly different
arrangement: ‘tasting’ — ‘drinking’” — ‘quenching’ (irfiwa’).3!® The idea of the
latter division is that a person may become accustomed to the ecstatic states so
that “drink no longer makes him drunk™32? and he reaches the final state of intox-
ication, a kind of sober serenity where he is unaffected by what he encounters and
is incapable of being moved emotionally.32!

The position of ecstatic experience in Sufism has also been set in its proper
context in a series of consecutive comparisons representing a broader perspective
on the phenomenon. Ecstasy, characterised by its quality of ‘rapidity’ (sur‘a), is
presented as one of the ten basic elements (arkan) of Sufism.322

Isolation of unification (tajrid al-tawhid)
Understanding of audition (fahm al-sama")
Good fellowship (husn al-i$ra)

Preference for preferring (ithar al-ithar)
Yielding up of personal choice (tark al-ikhtiyar)
Rapidity of ecstasy (sur ‘at al-wajd)

Revelation of thoughts (kasf ‘an al-khawatir)

Sgy M s LY b e

317 Qazani: Kitab istilahat, § 224.

318 1bn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 75.

319 Qusayri: Risala, 72.

320 Qusayri: Risala, 72. 1,80 w il &5 ol
321

The procedure, according to Sells, is parallel to the conception of drunkenness in classical
poetry where one drinks wine in order to forget one’s beloved, yet the wine makes one
remember her all the more. (Early Islamic Mysticism, 126).

322 p quotation from al-Farisi; Kalabadhi: Kita@b al-Ta'arruf, 61; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis,
79.
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8. Abundant journeying (kathrat al-asfar)
9. Yielding up of earning (tark al-iktisab)
10. Refusal to hoard (tahrim al-iddikhar)

Qusayri displays the most crucial ecstatic terms according to their ontological
effects: tawhid entails the encompassing (istiy ‘@b) of the servant, wajd entails the
immersion (istighrag) of the servant, and wujid entails the extinction (istihlak) of
the servant.323

Niffari gives an interesting structure of states that start from wagfa, Niffari’s
highest mode of knowledge, and ascend towards the solemn attributes of God.
When reversed, this somewhat panentheistic ladder looks like this:

Essentiality (dhatiyya)
Oneness (wahdaniyya)
Might ( izza)
Impermeability (sumiid)
Majesty (kibriya’)
Splendour (baha”)
Dignity (wagar)
Staying (wagfa)’*

90 o O b s B

These states, moreover, are displayed in the discourse so that the lower one is
always “only one of the qualities” of the one above, which implies a pyramid-like
structure of states that are almost endless in number. This fits well with the
principles of mystical discourse, which aims to keep perspectives open forwards
and avoids setting any limits.

When intrinsic merit is attributed to a series, the result is an objective (i.e.
independent of the subject) field in the mystical dimension. Tirmidhi, whose
terminology frequently differs somewhat from the main stream of Sufism,32’
presents the states as various ‘domains’ or ‘dominions’ (mulk), a kind of cosmic
field for the mystic sojourner, that all have their own functions in the experience.

323 The tripartite division is derived from al-Daqqaq; Qu3ayri: Risala, 63. Translation according
to M. A. Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 114).

324 Niffari: Mawagif, 18:2.

325 For example, al-Tirmidhi (in the translation by Radtke & O'Kane 1996) apparently manages
to treat the whole subject of ‘sainthood’ without many of the basic concepts of classical
Sufism (such as wajd, fana’, bagqa’). And on the other hand, he has some quite original
speculations about ‘supernatural speech’ (hadith) and the ‘seal of the Friendship with God’
(khatm al-wilaya).



242 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

The terms function as a cosmological macrocosm that is realised in the subjective
microcosm.326

mulk al-jabariit makes upright

mulk al-sultan refines

mulk al-jalal disciplines

mulk al-jamal purifies

mulk al-baha’ renders sweet-smelling

mulk al-bahja broadens

mulk al-hayba educates

mulk al-rahma refreshes, strengthens, promotes
mulk al-fardiyya nourishes

When these kinds of consecutive series are connected with a Gnostic or neo-
Platonic vision of creation, the result is a set of aspects of emanation which the
subject is supposed to return backwards and upwards towards its original source.
This is presented by Jilani so that the first realm of the emanation from the
Essence of the Creator is the realm of the world of divinity (‘alam al-lahii) in
which was created the ‘holy spirit’ (al-rith al-qudsi) which descended through the
realms of ‘omnipotence’ (jabarur), ‘kingdom’ (malakiif),»»" ‘power’ (mulk), being
clothed with the garment of each realm and renamed first as ‘the sovereign spirit’
(rith sultaniyya), then as ‘moving spirit’ (rizh siraniyya), and finally the holy spirit
to enter the world of matter as ‘bodily spirit’ (rih jismaniyya). God ordered the
spirits to enter the bodies prepared for them. The macrocosm of the realms of
spirits are in turn reflected in man where the spirit has various ‘taverns’ (haniit) in
his body: the physical aspect of the extreme limbs (badan ma' al-jawarih al-
zhahira), the psychological aspect of the heart (galb), an inner heart (fi'ad) and
the subconscious secret part (sirr). The task of man is to ascend in the knowledge
of names towards the Divine unity.328

The principle of consecutive series operates on all levels of the discourse.
The symbol of the veil is categorised by Niffari in five grades as veils of
‘essences’ (a'yvan), referring to the whole creation, ‘sciences’ (‘uliim), ‘letters’
(huritf), ‘names’ (‘asma’) and ‘ignorance’ (jahl).32° Even the category of methods

326 Radtke & O'Kane 1996, 94.

27 1t is also possible to derive malakit from malak, ‘angel’, and translate it accordingly as

‘angelic realm’.
328 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 55-60; Secret of Secrets, 18-22.
329 Niffari: Mawagif, 64:2.
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has been enumerated with progressive divisions. Jilani gives seven stages for the
dhikr, one outward and six inner ones, which become progressively deeper:330

1. Tongue (dhikr al-lisan) — demonstrating that the heart has not forgotten

remembrance

Soul (dhikr al-nafs) — inner emotional movement

Heart (dhikr al-qalb) — sensing the divine splendour (falal) and beauty (jamal)

Spirit (dhikr al-rith) — enlightenment through perceiving the lights of attributes

Secret (dhikr al-sirr) — revelation of divine secrets

Hidden (dhikr al-khafiy) — “lights of the beauty of Essence” (anwar jamal al-

dhat)

7.  The most hidden of the hidden (dhikr akhfa al-khafiy) — beholding the ultimate
Essence of Absolute Truth.

=l

The arrangement of states easily becomes a mere verbal exercise, even
competition, as the anecdotes embedded in the Sufi classics reveal. When some-
one declares that he has “drunk from the cup of love, after which there is no
thirst”, another may marvel at the weakness of his state, boasting: “Here is one
who has drunk up the seas of creation”.33!

3.4.1.3. Ecstasy and Time

All mystical and ecstatic experiences take place in the category of time. This
somewhat self-evident aspect has been discussed by the Sufis from various
viewpoints.

First, the time dimension can be used to settle some unsolved dilemmas in the
interpretation. Qusayri manages to harmonise the dispute over ‘states’ and
‘stations’ by setting the experience in the category of chronological change. For
example, the mental condition of ‘satisfaction’ (rida’) is both attained by human
effort and bestowed by God: attained in the beginning and bestowed in the end,
and in that sense it is both state and station.332

Most of the Sufi discussion on time, however, takes place under the concept
of wagt, literally signifying both ‘time’ and ‘moment’, which in its widest sense in
the Sufi parole refers to the present moment that is between past and future. The
more specific usage of wagt is one of the most common signs of the mystical

330 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 80-81; Secret of Secrets, 45—46. Bayrak interprets the seventh stage as

“annihilation of the self and unification with the truth” (al-nazhar ila hagigat al-hagq al-
yagmn).

Qusayri: Risala, 73; Early Islamic Mysticism, 127.

332 Qusayri: Risala, 193; Principles of Sufism, 163.

331
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experience and due to its basic meaning, it operates especially in the chrono-
logical dimension, signifying the moment during which the subject is under the
influence of a mystical-ecstatic experience, and thereby distinguishing an actual
(emotional) peak from abstract concepts in a very functional way. Wagr is used as
a technical term of the mystical experience-in-general of any emotional content,
and therefore wagt may signify anything that dominates a person completely yet
transitorily. QaSani defines wagqt as “whatever becomes present to you in the
(ecstatic) state (hal)”.333 According to Qusayri, it is what happens to Sufis
“through the dispositions of the Real that come upon them without any choice on
their part”.33* But on the other hand, even if the mere wagt was temporary, its
effects may remain constant because of the state (hal) granted during it.>35 In
these definitions Qasani and QuSayri seem to employ the concepts of hal and wagt
in a somewhat reverse way.

Some of the emotional modes of experience are intentional in character in the
sense that they refer to the future, like ‘fear’ and ‘hope’, the others being more
immediate and self-fulfilling. Examples of the latter include states like ‘constric-
tion’ (gabd) and ‘expansion’ (bast) whose mode of consciousness “occur in the
present moment”.33¢ ‘Constriction’ operates like fear, but in the present moment
only, not intentionally.

Qasani points out that concentration on either the past or the future is actually
a waste of time (tadyi" al-wagqt), since a Sufl should be ibn wagtihi and concen-
trate on the present moment only.337

In the existentialist perspective, time is attributed a somewhat unmerciful
character caused by the uniqueness and transitoriness of the present moment. The
uniqueness of the wagt is the reason why there can be no general rules to guide
one’s actions during the mystical moment: every wagq! must be encountered
casually, sometimes resorting to invocation, sometimes to maintaining silence, as
Qusayri instructs.?® The mystical moment is even more unyielding, however, due
to the consuming force of the experience. Sufis also express this idea by using of
wagt the symbol ‘sword’.

As the sword is cutting, so the moment prevails in what the Real (al-hagq) brings to
pass and completes. It is said: “The sword is gentle to the touch, but its edge cuts.
Whoever handles it gently is unharmed. Whoever treats it roughly is cut. Similarly for

333
334

Qatani; Kitab istilahat, no. 101 (p. 32). Jadl i o,ean La
Qusayri: Risala, 55. apun¥ o550 L ou9 ped gall Guyseald G pgdilay La
335 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 367-370.

336 Quiayri: Risala, 58. lowdl elliSy o3l 5 Juals Jaall pausll Ll

337 Qasani: Kitab istilahat, no. 101 (p. 32-33).

338 Qusayri: Risala, 265; The Principles of Sufism, 277.
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the moment, whoever submits to its decree (istaslama li-hukmihi) is saved, and
whoever opposes it is thrown over and destroyed.339

Consequently, the ‘moment’ (wagr) itself may also be favourable or opposing.34?
From this perspective wagt may be interpreted as consisting of ‘effacement’
(mahw) and ‘confirmation’ (ithbat), one more pair of states describing the same
phenomenon from opposite angles. This pair portrays the divine action in man as
an interplay of two complementary tendencies: “mahw is what the Real (al-hagq)
veils and purifies, ithbat is what it manifests and discloses”.3*! Qusayri divides
mahw into three categories the meanings of which he aims to elucidate, even
though his exposition almost yields itself up to the stream of words in his appetite
for using rhyming concepts: the first is “effacement of any lapse in performance
of exterior duties” (mahw al-zalla ‘an al-zhawahir), the second “effacement of
any negligence in the inner mind” (mahw al-ghafla ‘an al-dama’ir) , and the third
“effacement of any defect in the secret part of man” (mahw al-'illa 'an al-sara’ir).
Similarly, the first is the ‘confirmation of good conduct’ (ithbat al-mu'amalat),
the second the ‘confirmation of the encounters’ (ithbat al-mundzalar), and the
third the ‘affirmation of the intimacies’ (ithbat al-muwasalar).34?

Hujwiri makes a corresponding division but using different vocabulary. Wagt
as a specific term refers to two kinds of moments given by God, firstly ‘losing’ or
‘departing’ (fagd) and secondly, ‘finding’ or ‘uniting’ (wajd). In the latter case the
effect given by God descends into the soul and gathers it together from the
distraction caused by the tension between past and present.343

Sufism has been given multiple definitions, the most remarkable of which is
undoubtedly Junayd’s: “Sufism is the preservation of the moments (awgar)”.34
The fruitfulness of the definition is not only in its quest for continuous experience
but also in its aim to surpass the fleeting nature of time and the uniqueness of the
present moment. The experience may certainly surpass time subjectively, in the
sense that the subject loses the sense of time during it. Niffari suggests that during
the moment, of which he uses the term migat, derived from the same root WQT,
one may attain an experience of eternity beyond time, even though the moment is
an external phenomenon as well: “The hearts of those who know see eternity
(abad) and their eyes see the moments (mawdgit)”3*> Eternity is an attribute of

339
340
N

Qusayri: Risala, 55; Early Islamic Mysticism, 100-101.

Qusayri: Risala, 56; Early Islamic Mysticism, 101.

slly 3ol s,ebl Lo olayly o sliny 3all syiw L =il Quayri: Risala, 73; Early Islamic
Mysticism, 128.

342 Qusayri: Risala, 73; Early Islamic Mysticism, 128.

343 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 367-370.

344 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 62.

345 Niffari: Mawagif, 57:17.
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God, and it may be experienced in a way analogous to seeing — but not expressed
exactly.346

The experience of a timeless, eternal state is only one result of the intensity of
the experience: if one is deprived of all ordinary sensing due to the all-filling
nature of the ecstatic experience, inevitably one does not pay attention to the
passing of time either, somewhat like a person who falls asleep and loses his
awareness of time. Sufis do not express the idea precisely, perhaps because time
itself was not understood in such an exact fashion as in modern times with our
clocks and timers. Nevertheless, Qusayri describes ibn wagtihi, ‘man of his
moment’ as one for whom the future does not exist so that he has no fear or
sorrow, and no concern either for the past or for the moment to come.3*” Naturally
it is the capacity of the subject which largely determines how quickly and how
completely he is filled by an experience, and his will may to a large extent deter-
mine whether he retains the discursive reasoning during it.

The possibility of experiencing a state beyond time led some Sufis to reach
the conclusion that since the only timeless entity is God, the one who has passed
beyond time consequently has a good reason to declare his ultimate identity with
God. The logical “mistakes™ here — even if the experience is considered real — are
that the mere losing of the sense of time is regarded as surpassing its limits, and
secondly, even if one actually surpassed time, which is in fact true in the subjec-
tive sense, there is still an incoherent supposition that if the soul proceeds beyond
time it cannot be a soul anymore, as if its identity was dependent on time and lost
with it.348

3.4.1.4. Special Cases of “Stateology”’

In the discussion on ecstatic experience there are also several curiosities connect-
ed with the problems of various states. The one we must not miss is Hujwiri’s
chapter on the ‘rending of garments’ (kharg), which is undoubtedly among the
most bizarre religious regulations ever written down. The reading is characterised
by a peculiar tension between the rational approach and its insane subject, in-
spired behaviour.

Hujwiri notes in the beginning that the one who is in full command of his
senses must not rend his garments, since this has “no foundation in Sufism”. Yet
rending one’s clothes may be a blissful act depending on one’s motives and
circumstances. One is firstly allowed to rend one’s garments in rapture caused by

346 oW 55,k ¥, 0¥ aul, — “You have seen eternity, but there is no means of expressing
eternity.” Niffari: Mawagif, 60:3—4.
347 Quiayri: Risala, 55; Early Islamic Mysticism, 100.

348 gee the discussion in Zaehner 1960, 90, 123.
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samd', and secondly, others are allowed to rend their garments at the command of
a spiritual director; and thirdly, they do this in the intoxication of ecstasy. The
most difficult problem seems to be the treatment of the intact garments thrown off
and torn during sama’, for the ascertaining of their destination implies clarifi-
cation of the thrower’s motives at the moment of throwing. The garment may be
delivered to the spiritual leader or to the singer, or it may be divided among the
party, depending on the thrower’s intention and on the nature of his ecstatic state.
For the sake of clarity it is recommended in many cases that “all should throw off
their garments in sympathy”.34°

When treating the perception of esoteric knowledge (sama*),>0 Hujwiri
starts with ordinary perception through the five senses. Of these, hearing is the
most important, since it is crucial when embracing the religion. Similarly, the use
of the sense of hearing involves more problems: Hujwiri gives a long analysis of
characteristics and qualities of different types of hearing according to various
schools. This was necessary because the use of music to achieve ecstasy had
greatly increased among the Sufis, which in turn had divided opinions into various
camps. According to one theory the temperaments of all living beings consist of
sounds and melodies blended and harmonised. Therefore, for example, deer could
be hunted by encircling them, “and sing until the deer are lulled to sleep by the
delightful melody”. On the other hand, this indicates universal musicality: “he
who finds no pleasure in sounds and melodies [...] is outside of the category of
men and beasts.” Paradise is full of auditory enjoyment, for there is a different
voice and melody coming from every tree.33!

Hujwiri recognises that since the temperaments vary, it would be tyranny to
pursue one law for all. The same sound can be heard outwardly in a material way
or in a spiritual way, with understanding. If listening to music seems to strengthen
the passions, the problem is in the way in which the audition is performed: it does
not correspond to reality. Sama" is proper to strengthen the tendencies that already
exist in the soul, whether good or bad, not so much to change them. A participant
may, in accordance with his grade, receive supernatural influence, which may
cause him to lose control of his senses, or even lead to death. The main purpose,
however, is the transportation of the novice by audition to “such an extent that his
audition shall deliver the wicked from their wickedness”.332

349 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 417-418.
350 Here sama' means ‘reception of knowledge’. Besides ‘hearing’ and ‘Sufi ritual’ there is one
more separate meaning: Ibn “Arabi, for example, “gave certificates of authenticity (sama")”

for his works. (Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, Austin’s Introduction, 43).
351 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 393-413.
352 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 402-403, 406—410.
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3.4.2, Ecstasy and Theology

The speculation concerning ecstasy inevitably leads from a comparison of the
states to a discussion of the evaluation of the experience in the wider Islamic
context. What is the relation between ecstatic experience and Islamic systematic
theology? The divine cause of ecstasy raises questions as to its evaluation: does it
give authority somehow comparable with the Divine revelation, Sunna or §ari'a,
Islamic law?

The basic Sufi answer is simple: the inspiration of genuine experience is in
principle the same and therefore as sure as the inspiration of the Qur’an, and for
this very reason such experience cannot contradict but only support the truths of
revelation.3>3 Nevertheless, Niffari’s answer, I assume, would assign the revela-
tion of the Qur’an, as far as it is verbal, to the dimension of the creation, but sound
mystical experience, as far as it is immanent, is above the divine parole subdued
to human language.3** Even if the meanings of the words of the Qur’an were
divine in reference, they are surely human in significance.

A closer appraisal of the topic, however, is impeded by the esoteric principle
prevalent in Sufism, according to which people should be approached according
to their ability to comprehend and secrets should be guarded from the “common
folk”.333 The position could be described with a linguistic term such as *situation-
al acceptability’: what is appropriate depends on the current context. Hallaj, for
example, is reputed to have acted as a member of every particular sect he happen-
ed to encounter — yet in the end his sin, from the Sufi point of view, was the very
disclosing of secrets.33¢

The esoteric principle is one result of the recognition of the limitations of
language in describing inner realities that lack objective criteria of identity.
According to Kalabadhi,

if a man discoursing does not take account of the spiritual conditions (ahwal) of his
hearers, but expounding a certain station (magam) denies and affirms, it is possible that
there may be in his audience one who has never dwelt in that station: what he denies
may be affirmed in the station of the hearer, so that he will imagine that the speaker

353 Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 117.

354 p.Nwyia even states that “il a démasqué I'idolitrie du harf™ (Nwyia 1970, 370).

355 For instance, Quiayri has a division of four groups of people: the masses ( ‘@mma), the elect

(khassa, literally ‘special’), saints (awliya’, often translated ‘friends of God’) and prophets
(anbiya’). Risala, 108; Principles of Sufism, 29.
356 Emst 1985, 124-125, 131.
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had denied something which knowledge ('ilm) affirms, and that he has either made a
mistake, or fallen into heresy, or even perhaps relapsed into unbelief.357

This twofold intention is one of the basic characteristics of Sufi discourse. It
means that the terms may function to facilitate the understanding of the topic for
Sufis and to make it perplexing for outsiders. Qusayri states in the preface to his
dictionary of Sufi vocabulary:

The Sufis employ terms (alfdzh) on matters they share, through which they intend to
reveal (kasf) their meanings to themselves, and to veil (sitr) from those who disagree
with them in their path (tarfga) so that the meanings of their terms may be a mystery
for outsiders, out of jealousy toward them for their secrets. 358

Also, the sources of the present study set themselves explicitly behind the Qur’an
and Sunna, and within their orthodox interpretation, when the question is under
discussion, but indeed outside these settings the discourse often seems to be quite
independent of them. This is clearly illustrated in the way the Sufis wuse the
Qur’an.

3.4.2.1. Ecstasy and the Qur'an

The main line of Sufism determinedly underlines its substantial unity and
historical continuity with Muhammad and his revelation. The Qur’an is therefore
the main subtext for all Sufi discourse, which is no wonder since many Sufis had
learnt the whole book by heart. Even the discourse of such an esoteric and original
thinker as Ibn ‘Arabi is full of Qur’anic allusions and quotations.>*’

This means that the expression of the mystical experience is potentially
influenced by the preconditioning effect of the Qur’anic subtext. This applies both
to the reference and to the significance of the expression. For example, all refer-
ences to light have a Qur’anic connotation, since ‘light’ is a divine attribute in the
famous light verse.3? Jilani states that ecstasy is the conjunction of human light
with the divine light (al-niir ila al-niir).36! When the awareness of the subtext is
present in the subject, any emotion interpreted as Divine proximity will potential-
ly be signed by the subject with the symbol of ‘light’. In the present corpus this
possibility has been especially utilised by Jilani and Ghazali.?>

357 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 60; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 7.

358 Qusayri: Risala, 53. (Translation mine, cf. Ernst 1992, 184.)

359 Chodkiewicz 1993, 20-21.

360 «God is the light of the heaven and earth...” (Qur'an 24:35).

Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; I follow the interpretation of Bayrak in Secret of Secrets, 90.

362 g Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 108; Secret of Secrets, 77; Ghazali’s Miskat al-anmwdr is thoroughly

based on the idea.
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What is more remarkable, however, is the fact that the Qur’an is repeatedly
used as a source where justification for Sufi doctrine is sought. This has often
been accomplished by reading info the text new meanings in a way that may
appear somewhat arbitrary. The grammatical and graphemic structure of the
Semitic languages — e.g. the root consonants and their derivatives in the
unvocalised consonantal script — seems to be especially favourable for the devel-
opment of the practice of loading the old text with new meanings.363

The outcome of the position is that almost any mystical state may be
described as Qur’anic by isolating a phrase from the Qur’an and reconstructing it
as the starting-point of the doctrine in question, at least if the root in question
occurs in the Qur’an. For example, Shadhili employs the verse kullu man ‘alayha
Jani, from the Sarat al-rahman (55:26) as the basis of his doctrine on fana’,
although the verse in its context only emphasises the mortality of man.364 Jilani
points to verse 23 from Sirat al-zumar, where “the skins of those who fear their
Lord tremble”,365 and considers iz as an account of the ecstatic state, and thereby
presents it as the basis and starting-point of his teaching. As for Kalabadhi, he
justifies fana’ by explaining how the women who were admiring Joseph cut their
hands because “their attributes (awsaf) had disappeared”.36® Qusayri, however,
uses the same verse to illustrate human fallibility in the estimation of spiritual
realities, not to mention in the case of Divine qualities.’®” The teaching on
‘drunkenness’ QusSayri flavours with the verse “When the Lord manifested at the
mountain, he caused it to shatter. And Moses fell down in a swoon”3%® — undoubt-
edly one of the most fruitful verses for ecstatic purposes.

363 The phenomenon can be compared with the development of the thirty-two methods of inter-
pretation employed in Rabbinical Judaism. It is useful to remark here that the appearance of
the Qur’an was still in the early tenth century AD somewhat different from the present
standard. The vowels and the diacritical points were gradually added, when considered
necessary, after ¢. 700 AD, but the process was not completed before 934 AD. (Hdmeen-
Anttila 1997, 80-81.)

364 Shadhili: Qawanin hikam al-Israg, 70. The translation to be expected for 55:26 is “All that is

on earth will perish”.

The verse ag:; oadiag ouill syla ww anss (Qur'an 39:23) is employed by Jilani in Sirr al-

Asrar, 118 (tr. Secret of Secrets, 89), as well as by Niffari, the most original mind in our

corpus, who entitled one of his mystical stations (Mawgif 73) as ‘standing of the trembling of

skins’ (o glall ) al3) i ga).

366 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf; 95; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 125.

367 Qusayri: Risala, 67.

368  Quiayri: Risala, 72; Qur'an T:143 (Liaus use say (S8 dan Joall 4, o3 L) My
translation of the verse is a compromise between Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s (The Holy Qur'an
1934) and that of M.-A. Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 126.

365
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Are there arguments to consider this kind of interpretation “right” or
“wrong”? The choice of the way of interpretation is a philosophical question that
concerns the whole paradigm of religious thought, and as such it cannot be solved
within Holy Writ: the principles of interpretation cannot be deduced from the
reading of the Qur’an. In any case, it is obvious that the esoteric way of inter-
pretation makes the meaning of the sacred text relative, and this de facfo moves
the authority from the text to its interpreter.

Due to the abstract and “open” nature of the various states and stations, it is
not impossible to find in the Qur’an indirect allusions that might be associated
with them. The custom of presenting the states in pairs opens the possibility of
making use of parallel structures employed in the Qur’an. For example, Qusayri
takes verse 1:5 and divides it into two, explaining the first part “You do we wor-
ship” as referring to ‘separation’ (farq), and its sequel “and your aid we seek” to
‘union’ (jam").>69

In spite of the frequent use of Qur’anic quotations and subtextual allusions, it
is easy to agree with Emnst’s assessment that the “Sufi authors are unanimous in
agreeing that the real source of their terminology is mystical experience [...]
Occasionally, verses from the Qur’an are cited as illustrations.”37? The definitive
bulk of the material in Qusayri’s and Kalabadhi’s discourse consists of quotations
from authoritative Sufis, and often even poetic testimonies of non-Qur’anic origin
appear more frequently.

However, one must also admire the skilfulness and subtlety of Sufi inter-
pretation. The ‘inner sense’ is a dimension which is able to contribute interesting
projections to the basic meaning, and thereby increase the value of Holy Writ. The
phenomenon produced further speculations on the matter. Jilani, for example,
divides the Qur’anic information into three dimensions that are assigned to differ-
ent groups: (1) the kernel (lubb) is the ‘science of mystical states’ (‘i/m al-hal),
given to ‘real men’ (rijal), (2) the husk of the kernel (gisr al-lubb) is given to the
‘ulama’ and it deals with external matters, the good and the forbidden, and (3) the
husk of the husk (gisr al-qisr) is political wisdom dealing with justice and given
to those in authority.3”! The fullest development of the inner dimension (bdtin),
however, was attained in the texts of the more philosophical schools of theosophic
Sufism that are beyond the scope of this study.

369 Quiayri: Risala, 65; Qur'an 1:5 ( guaias @] 5 was dl) ).

370 Ernst 1992, 187.

37V Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 73; Secret of Secrets, 38. It is interesting to note that the “political”

aspect of Islam is not excluded or underrated even in the discourse of a “spiritual” author.
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Finally, it is to be noted also that Sufis, in principle at least, do not mean the
divergent dimensions of meanings to compete with or oppose but rather to fulfil
each other in one totality. Sometimes, however, semantic confrontation may be
difficult to avoid; for instance, in Jilani’s ‘paradise of intimacy’ (jannat al-qurba)
there is neither milk and honey nor dark-eyed maidens, for “man should know his
worth” 372 In such cases there is an evident possibility that the significance
surpassed the reference.

3.4.2.2. Ecstasy and Sarti'a

The Sufis explicitly committed themselves to the tradition and practices of the
Prophet and his companions, claiming these to be ecstatics (ahl al-jadhba)’™?
themselves. Nevertheless, the Sufis’ own practices were at least occasionally more
or less in contradiction with the customs of orthodox Islam. The very develop-
ment of technical terms, for example, irritated orthodox jurists, since the Sufi
definitions were in fact different from the way in which Muhammad and his
followers had used the same vocabulary.37* This tension reflects the position
already referred to: the authors commit themselves to orthodox doctrine in plain
words, yet the intention of the discourse occasionally seems to observe divergent
principles.

As we have seen, Kalabadhi interprets all states in relation to moral choices,
and his path certainly does not culminate in trances or any ecstatic phenomena.
We might even say that in Kalabadhi’s fana’ and baga’ everything contrary to
Sari'a is lost. Kalabadhi avoids even mentioning the name of Hallaj; instead he
uses the periphrasis ‘one of the great ones’ (ba'd al-kubbar). Kalabadhi, in
stressing constant human responsibility, makes polemical comments concerning
the malamatiyya sect, unlike Hujwiri, who praises the attitude of malama.3’5 A
weak ecstasy, according to Kalabadhi, is when a man cannot control himself but
discloses it; whereas when the ecstasy is strong, he controls himself and remains
passive.37¢ Unfortunately, he does not try to argue this opinion in any way, but the
appeal to the concept of strength does not attach a very emotional character to the
ecstasy in question. Moreover, he undervalues ecstatic experiences in relation to
permanent things, i.e. states or knowledge that are really worthy of endeavour.

372 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 60; Secret of Secrets, 29.

373 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; Secret of Secrets, 119.
374 Ermst 1985, 123.

375 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 63; Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 83; Arberry: Doctrine of the
Sufis, 107, see also 121, 112, 170-71.

376 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.
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Ecstasy (wajd) is akin to passing-away (zawal),
while knowledge (ma rifa) is stable and does not pass away.377

It is also remarkable that a considerable portion of Kalabadhi’s chapter on ‘ecsta-
sy’ (wajd) consists of poetic quotations stressing the relativity of ecstasy in rela-
tion to the Truth.

In ecstasy delights he who finds in it his rest:
But when Truth comes, ecstasy itself is dispossessed (Junayd).378

I hold that ecstasy is doubt
If it spring not of witnessing (Al-Shibli).379

Hujwiri, too, emphasises that even the most sanctified Sufi must obey the law of
Islam, and therefore statements made in a state of intoxication do not represent
ultimate wisdom but are rather a transient phase: “He who says: ‘I have arrived’
has gone astray”.380 For the same reason, Hujwiri argues, a character like Hallaj
should not be taken as an ideal example, for “his experiences are largely mixed
with error”. On the other hand, Hujwiri does mediate and arbitrate by explaining
that Hallaj’s words are pantheistic only in appearance, for “no Muslim can be a
witch”.38!

Jilani follows the same line. He sees it as necessary to disregard miracles as
no more than the first of the thousands of stages leading towards God. Jilani calls
miracles ‘menstruation of men’ (hayd al-rijal).3®2 His view on the position of the
religious is strict and unambiguous.

On the way to God the body (jism) must follow the straight way
(by obeying) the precepts of §ari‘a day and night.383

According to Shadhili, impulses that resemble knowledge (‘ilm) arising from
inspiration (i/ham) or unveiling (kasf), inasmuch as they are products of the
imagination (tawahhum), must be rejected by returning to the decisive truth of
Scripture or Sunna.3®* According to a 13th-century Sufi author, whenever some-
thing is “shining down from the horizon of the dominion upon the tablet of his

377 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.
378 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.
379 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 83; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 107.
380 Yujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjab, 118.

381 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 151-152, 184187, 248-249.

382 Jilani: Sirr al-dsrar, 54; Secret of Secrets, 17. The reference to men is not incidental but

characteristic of Sufism, which was basically a masculine pursuit.

383 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrdr, 82. (Translation mine.)

3 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 113-114.
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heart, he must compare it with the Book of God. If it agrees with the Book, he
should accept it; if not, he should pay no attention to it.” After this the matter
should still be compared with the Sunna, with the consensus of ‘ulama’, and with
the consensus of the sheikhs of the community.3®5 Individualism or freedom of
thought are certainly not among the virtues of classical Sufism!

According to Qusayri, one should adopt one’s behaviour in relation to one’s
mystical moment (wagr): “If his moment is sobriety (sahw), his performance386 is
of the §arT'a, and if his moment is effacement (mahw), the rules of Reality (ahkam
al-haqiga) prevail upon him.”387 Qu3ayri tells a story where a man went out of his
mind when realising that people are starving as a result of famine, when there was
plenty of wheat in his own house. “His mind become disordered (khalita fi
‘aqlihi) and he did not come to consciousness (/a yufiqu) after that except for the
times of prayer.”388 By the last remark Qu3ayri wants to show how the ‘people of
the Reality” (ahl al-haqiga) are protected wondrously so that their experiences do
not lead them to disobey the Sari'a. Elsewhere he states explicitly that the servant
in a state of drunkenness is protected, yet not through his own intentional
efforts.389

The discussion of the value of ecstasy has surely divided opinions more than
it may appear from the readings of the mouthpieces of sober Sufism described
above. As the authoritative authors of basic classical works of sober Sufism they
are in fact sober Sufism. In the sources of the present study it is Niffari alone who
seems to be in actual opposition towards those who unconditionally submit to the
Qur’an, Sunna and $ar?'a. This is most clearly realised in his way of presentation:
the speech of God in the first person, which in terms of logic de facto sets itself on
the same level as the Qur’an itself. Niffari, moreover, does not even try to reach
harmonious compromises. He states plainly that the one in wagfa is “not approved
by theologians (‘ulama’), and the theologians are not approved by him”.3%0

385 The author may be al-Qunawi. Chittick 1992, 55.
386 or ‘subsistence’ (giyam).

387 Qu3ayri: Risala, 55.

388 Quayri: Risala, 64.

389 Quayri: Risala, 72. «al$s, ¥ Lyaas o,Su Jla 5wl
390 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:32.
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3.4.2.3. Ecstasy and tawhid

Ecstatic experience poses a special problem for Islamic theology mainly because
almost all the images used of it refer to some kind of unification with God. Since
even to set something beside God is the worst possible heresy, it is clear that
unification is a concept that causes counter-reactions among the Sufis themselves,
not to mention Sunnite orthodoxy. Any possibility of “God being in the created”
was judged in Orthodox dogmatics as an impossibility because it would imply
three mistaken conclusions: (1) God would no longer be an absolute existent, (2)
there would be two eternal beings, and (3) mixing with a concrete being would
introduce separation in God. Huliliyya, ‘incarnationism’, became a general term
that has been used to label various dubious parties and groups.3°!

Hujwiri states explicitly that it is impossible for God to become incarnate
(huliil), mix (imtizaj), unite (ittihad) or join (wusal) with man. According to him,
wusiil means only that God appreciates men, and even ‘nearness’ (qurb) or
‘neighbourhood’ are not appropriate concepts to be applied to God. Nevertheless,
in other contexts he does use qurb without problems or criticism.392

Ghazali, too, argues in Mungidh min al-dalal that images like hulil (incarna-
tion, befalling), irtihad (unification) and wusal (joining) are clearly erroneous.
Instead he would prefer to talk about the nearness (qurb) of God.??> However, in
his latter work Miskat al-anwar, certainly intended for smaller circles, he does
consider it possible to use ittihdd metaphorically — and tawhid even de facto!3%*
Here we again face the lack of a “scholastic skeleton” resulting from the esoteric
aspect of Sufism. If this be the case, it is hardly surprising that Niffari, uncompro-
mising as ever, does not have the slightest hesitation in using the term wusil.3%

3.4.2.4. Visions

The Sufi discussion of visions operates in a wide field which contains (a) general
visionary insight, (b) actual visions, visionary revelations and (c¢) dreams. The first
case is actually what we have encountered before as the “symbolical expression of
the mystical experience”: some indefinite inner enlightenment that is expressed
with images of seeing in the analogous sense.

391 Ermst 1985, 122.
392 Yujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 118-119, 254, 260, cf. 226-227, 238-239.
393 Ghazali: Mungidh 85; Watt: Faith and Practice, 61 (where hulil is translated ‘inherence”).
394 Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 58 (ir. 61)

395 Niffari: Mawagif, 57:13, 64:18 etc.



256 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

Reports of actual visions, visual apparitions, are rare or non-existent in
Kalabadhi’s and Qu3ayri’s discourse where they occur in more or less trustworthy
anecdotes to fulfil a homiletic function.3% Hallucinatory visions are attributed
mainly to heretical Sufis who were reputed even to have had sexual intercourse
with the fanciful ‘dark-eyed maidens’ (hiir) during their ecstasy.397

The theological problem of visionary experiences is in the nature and possi-
bility of the vision of God. Due to the strong preconditioning effect of the Islamic
context, the questioning in Sufi discourse is not in the description of actual
particular visions but concerns the limits of what is appropriate to be said of any
visions of God in general. Even Muhammad, according to “most Sufis”, did not
see God during his heavenly journey.3%8 Kalabadhi, however, puts forward as the
general Sufi view that in the next world God will be seen ‘with eyesights’ (bi-I-
absar) but in this world not even with the heart (bi-I-qulith), and the vision (ru 'ya)
is possible through the intellect (‘ag/).3® The vision in question is better seen as a
general mental orientation towards God and realisation of his presence, being and
acting as if seeing him. This kind of conception of the “vision” may apply to other
heavenly subjects as well: “(It was) as though I beheld (ka-anni anzhuru) the
throne of my Lord coming forth.”400

As might be expected, Niffari is also in this respect bolder than other authors,
claiming to have literally seen Paradise and even the Lord (al-rabb) both without
His servants and with His servants.*?! Whether the difference between Niffari and
others is in his experience or in his parlance, is beyond our knowledge. However,
this somewhat rare description of a literal vision must be kept apart from what
Niffari means by the concept of ‘vision’ (¥u ’ya), which for him is a technical term
of the relationship with God based on the imminent awareness of him, “seeing
God in everything”. In this sense Niffari dares to state that whoever does not see
God in this world, will not see Him in the world to come. 402

The visions that are seen in sleep clearly constitute a definite category of
their own within the field of visionary experiences. Kalabadhi, for example,

396 por example, two apparitions of a mystic man to a Sufi in Kalabadhi (Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 117;

Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 155) can in principle be interpreted as an encounter with an
actual human being as well.

397 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; Secret of Secrets, 118.

398 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 22; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 26.

399 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 20; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 24.

400 alabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 91; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 117.

401 Niffari: Mawagif, 21:1; “I saw the Lord without any servant ... I saw the Lord in the midst of
his servants” (ibid, 47:25-26).

402 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 26:5, 14:4.
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discusses dreams under the title of ‘visions’ (ru 'ya).*%? Dreams are actually out-
side our topic, mystical and ecstatic experiences, although as a hallucinatory way
of sensing they are in fact separated from what is considered “mystical” only by
their general frequency! However, it is worth noticing that in their dreams Sufis
have actually seen the Prophet Muhammad and even God Himself#%* In the
thought-world of the Sufis and their contemporaries major epistemological
authority used to be attributed to dreams since they were considered to be expres-
sions of reality and a true dream (ru’ya sadiqa) as a part of prophecy. 405 Jilani
states that “when the body is asleep, the heart finds an opportunity to depart to its
original homeland™#% and to become able to bring information when returning,
for in the worship of God being asleep or awake are of equal worth.

Jilani divides dreams into ‘subjective’ (anfasi) and ‘extrinsic’ (@fagi). The
category of benign (hamida) subjective dreams operates in connection with the
heart (galb) and these contain several Islamic archetypes such as the desert in
white light, dark-eyed maidens, castles, young servants, the sun, moon and stars.
Unfavourable (dhamima) subjective dreams are connected with the lower soul and
they comprise edible animals and birds, camels symbolising outer and inner
pilgrimage, horses symbolising the two jikads, and mules representing the lowest
state of tranquillity. The extrinsic dreams also contain animals that have symbolic
functions: tiger — pride, lion — arrogance, bear — anger, wolf — gluttony, swine —
envy, malice and lust, snake — verbal sin, and so forth.407

3.4.3. Ecstasy and Epistemology

Epistemology as such is one of the most complicated and unfinished arts, and
evidently the epistemology of mystical discourse is no less delusive a field.
Cosmic knowledge, gnosis, is by definition indefinable and therefore unanalys-
able. Since the Sufis do present ecstasy and this knowledge (ma rifa) in imminent
relationship, we may take a look at Sufi epistemology and outline several features

403 galabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf; 119120, 123; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 157159, 161.
404 Qusayri: Risala, 206, 102; Principles of Sufism, 184, 21.
405 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 132; Secret of Secrets, 108; Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 9. For more Sufi

discussion on dreams, see Tirmidhi’s teaching in Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 18-36, 136-139,
236.

406 pilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 62,98; Secret of Secrets, 26, 65-66. Cf. Tirmidhi’s tripartite concept of
knowledge: external knowledge (al-'ilm al-zhahir) [of the jurists], interior knowledge (a/-
‘ilm al-batin) and knowledge of God (al-"ilm billah). Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 42.

407 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 121-126; Secret of Secrets, 108-115.
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of the relationship between knowledge and ecstatic experience in the Sufi dis-
course.

Firstly, a few general remarks. The Sufi exposition of epistemology is based
on a methodological approach. Ghazali presents four classes of seekers of truth:
scholastics (mutakallimiin) who claim to be “men of independent reasoning (ra’y)
and intellectual speculation (nazhar)”, esoterics (batiniyya) who “claim to be the
unique possessors of instruction (fa '/im) and the privileged recipients of know-
ledge acquired from the infallible Imam”, philosophers (falasifa), divided into
further classes, who claim to be “possessors of logic (mantiq) and apodeictic
demonstration (burhan)”, and Sufis. It is noteworthy that there is no empiricist
school at all 408

According to Ghazali, the Sufis are distinguished by their access to the
Divine Presence (hadra) and their ability of contemplation (mus$ahada) and
illumination (mukasafa).**® Their knowledge surpasses the limits of reasoning and
is in fact the same phenomenon as ‘prophecy’ (nubiiwa). This knowledge is
received with the ‘eye of the heart’ (‘ayn al-galb); it is immediate and direct
‘presential knowledge’ (‘ilm hudirt). Why then, if everyone has this inner eye, is
mystical knowledge so uncommon? Simply because it is not a separate pheno-
menon from the transformation of the knower’s being which is veiled by passion.
Therefore, mystical knowledge implies remembrance (dhikr) and annihilation
(fana’) which function as its enabling causes.*!?

Jilani presents Sufi epistemology in quadripartite arrangement. ‘Science of
the law’ ('ilm al-Sari‘'a) deals with the external aspects of the life of this world
and their rules, ‘science of the path’ (‘ilm al-tariga) deals with the meanings,
causes and effects of the external aspects. ‘Science of the knowledge’ (‘ilm al-
ma ‘rifa) concerns their spiritual essence and thereby the divine, and ‘science of
the truth” (‘ilm al-hagiga) the Truth itself. We might name the four as empirical
sciences, philosophy, theology and mysticism. It is to be noted that the field of
§ari’a seems to reach only the lowest quarter of the knowable. Correspondingly,
there are four worlds that are analogous with the four sciences: ‘@lam al-mulk is
the world of matter (earth, water, fire and ether); ‘@lam al-malakit the world of
spiritual entities (angels, jinns, dreams, death, eight paradises and seven hells),

408 Ghazali: Mungidh, 47. The same division is to be found in Ghazali’s contemporary Omar

Khayyam and seems to have become quite widely accepted among Sufi thinkers. For further
discussion, see Bakar 1998, 181-197, whose translations are used in the expressions above
(except that Bakar gives ‘Ta'limites’ for batiniyya.)

409 Ghazali: Mungidh, 47.

410 Bakar 1998, 194-195.
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‘alam al-jabarit the world of the names of God’s attributes, and ‘@lam al-haqiga,
the world of God’s pure Essence, known to no-one but God himself.#!!

Qasani’s glossary of Sufi vocabulary is sublime enough to leave the concept
of ma 'rifa totally unexplained; Shadhili classifies knowledge into two: bestowed
(mawahib) by God and acquired (makasib), which in turn is divided into that
learned by instruction and that developed by speculation (nazhar).*12

Kalabadhi discusses ma rifa on the basis of predestination. He starts with the
notion that the human intellect is too limited to reach the Truth itself, and ma rifa
is first of all God’s act consisting of Self-revelation (fa‘arruf) and instruction
(tar7f). In the former God causes man to know Him and to know things through
Him, and the latter functions in the creation in a way that corresponds to the
natural revelation of Christian theology.*!3

For Qusayri ma 'rifa means knowledge of God’s attributes, purification from
wicked qualities, withdrawal of the heart from earthly matters and enjoyment of
the nearness of God. What is even more important, QuSayri explicitly attributes
the same qualities to ma rifa as those we have encountered with the mystical
experience (awe, tranquillity) and stresses that any feeling of attainment does not
belong to it.*!* Therefore, we would be justified in considering ma rifa as a sign
which signifies mystical experience in a general way without referring to any of
its particular characteristics. And in another perspective it is also possible to
classify the contents of the mystical experience as knowledge, the object of which
may be the transcendent Truth or created reality.*!3

Also, the kind of experience that is expressly ecstatic in character is explicitly
connected with epistemology: “Drink unceasingly of its full cup with intoxication
(sukr) and sobriety (sahw) [...] The cup is mystical knowledge of God.”*!6 “He
who has access to the divine realities is drawn away in rapture.”*!?

Niffari in one place identifies ecstatic experience (wajd) and knowledge
(‘'ilm) of the Divine;*'® elsewhere he presents ecstasy as a consequence of the

411 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 52; of. the interpretation in Secret of Secrets, 14.

412 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-asrar), 108.

413 The division is from Junayd. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 37-39; Arberry: Doctrine of the
Sufis, 46-50.

Qusayri: Risala, 311-317. (Chapter 45 in the Arabic original, 41 in von Schlegell’s transla-
tion).

The latter definition is to be found in Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 101; Arberry: Doctrine
of the Sufis, 132.

416 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 143-144.

417 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 108.
418

414

415

“You will see his knowledge of that to be his wajd, and his wajd of that to be his know-
ledge.” (Niffari: Mawagif, 59:2.) In this kind of sentence, however, all the various tones of
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ma'rifa*'® He also suggests that ecstatic experiences imply mystical knowledge:
“When the gnoses (ma‘arif) of a thing fail, the experience (wajd) of it fails
also.”#2% And on the other hand, ma rifa may also have a certain ecstatic quality
since one of its prerequisites is given as al-wajd biya, ‘experience of me’ or
‘ecstasy in me’.*2! And true to his challenging approach, he finally denies the
value of ecstatic experience in comparison to ma 'rifa:

Pure bliss knows me not [...] if bliss knew me,
it would be stopped from enrapturing by my ma ‘rifa. 422

Sufi literature contains numerous definitions of ma rifa; these are seldom less
intuitive than its mysterious contents and quality. Their reference is left open in
many directions, so that the production of significances remains a vital process
where no ends or semantic points are reached, and this position demands of the
reader a certain contemplative approach. The maxims below portray the various
aspects of ma 'rifa from different angles: the first one presents ma rifa as a recon-
structed causa efficiens of spiritual growth, the second as mastery of paradoxical
thought, the third as reflective contemplation, the fourth shows its enabling causes
and so forth:

Ma'rifa is that which has severed you from everything except God and brought you
back to Him (Shadhili).423

Ma'rifa consists in knowing that, whatever may be imaged in the heart, God is the
opposite of it (Junayd).424

Ma'rifa is the mirror of the knower. When he gazes in it, his master is shown
(Ruwaym).425

wajd ~ ‘ecstasy’, ‘experience’ and even ‘finding’ — would do in franslation. Sells translates
“its knowing is its experience and its experience is its knowing.” (Early Islamic Mysticism,
290.)

419 Niffari: Mawagif, 57:4.

420 Niffari: Mawagif, 18:13.

421 Niffari: Mukhdtabit, 4:1.

A2 dtll e 58 e o il B 58] e e
Niffari: Mawagif, 67:12—-13. My translation is a compromise between Arberry’s ( “If bliss
knew me, it would be cut off by My gnosis from blessing”) and that of Sells (“If bliss knew
me, it would no longer enrapture” in Early Islamic Mysticism, 290.) The fact that na'im
refers to the mystical experience and not to worldly ‘pleasure’ is shown by the context where
it is paralleled with divine punishment.

423 gabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 137.

424 Yalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf 101; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 133.

425 Qusayri: Risala, 314; Principles of Sufism, 319. Von Schlegell translates ma rifa — Gnosis,

"arif — Gnostic.
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Ma'rifa Ls built on three pillars: awe (hayba), shame (haya’) and intimacy (uns) (Ibn
IA!ﬁl)f;z

Ma 'rifa is the attribute of one who knows God (hagqg) — may He be exalted — by His
names and attributes and is truthful toward God by his deeds, who then purifies himself
of base qualities and defects, who stands long at the door, and who withdraws his heart
continually (Qusayri).427

Ma 'rifa is the tongue of singleness (lisan al-fardaniyya). When it speaks, it destroys all
beside it; and when it is silent, it destroys what makes itself known (Niffari).428

Ma rifa is an insight (bastra) limited by My infused contemplation (ishad) (Niffari).+2°

Ma'rifa is a fire devouring love, because it reveals to you the reality of self-
independence (hagiga al-ghina) (Niffari).430

The ways of receiving ma'rifa are depicted by al-Sabbagh as twofold: firstly,
from the ‘source of generosity’ (‘ayn al-jiid) or by the ‘great endeavour’ (badhl
al-majhiid).**' These two aspects, one from God to man, and another from man to
God, are present on most levels of the discourse. QuSayri says of the former, “He
who has no union, has no knowledge”.#32

The function of ma rifa is in the first place to fulfil religious understanding
and spiritual growth. Whenever a believer encounters a feeling of contraction
coming over him, according to the words of Shadhili, illumination is provided by
the stars of the knowledge of faith, the moon of unity (tawhid), and the sun of
knowledge (ma rifa).*33

When ma rifa comes down to the heart (sirr), the heart has not the means to bear it: it
is as the sun, whose rays prevent the beholder from perceiving its limit and essence.
(Kalabadhi)*34

When the Truth (al-hagq) gives him the knowledge (ma 'rifa) of himself, he so stays his
ma'rifa that he feels neither love, nor fear, nor hope, nor poverty, nor wealth; for all
these are short of the goals, and the Truth is beyond all ends. (Kalabadhi)*33

426 Qusayri: Risala, 315; Principles of Sufism, 321.

427 Quiayri: Risala, 311-312; Principles of Sufism, 316-317.

428 Niffari: Mawagif, 9:11.

429 Niffari: Mawagif, 17:14.

430 Niffari: Mawagif, 37:18. And wagfa is a fire devouring ma 'rifa (ibid, 37:18).

431 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-.Asrar), 107. Badhl literally means °giving away’,
g g

‘sacrifice’.

432 Qu3ayri: Risala, 65. o Gas ¥ pan dd ¥ 5a

433 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 120.
434 olabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 101-102; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 133-34. Kalabadhi is
here quoting “one of the Sufis”.

Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 102. Arberry has ‘God’ for hagq (Doctrine of the Sufis, 134).
Again a quotation from “one of the great Sufis”.

435
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If one wishes to find more concrete manifestations and results of ma 'rifa and the
world-view filled by it, it is actually the whole Sufi discourse that should be taken
into consideration, due to the indefinite and multidimensional character of ma rifa
as both knowledge and a way of knowing. Even anecdotes in hagiographies
should not be excluded, even though there was no explicitly shown causal direc-
tion between the acts related and a mystical experience. Feelings of cosmic unity
may be found, as in the case of Al-Qaba’ili, in supplications that embrace “all
things in heaven and earth, even the fishes of the sea”.43¢ On the practical level
ma 'rifa may be manifested also as foreknowledge of future events. Ibn ‘Arabi, for
example, notes that a certain al-Sarafi “used to tell me of things before they
occurred and they would always happen as he had said”.437 Some Sufis are
reported to have had the ability to recognise other people’s spiritual state without
knowing them or discussing with them.*38

So far we have dealt with the epistemological conceptions of sober Sufism.
The closest that we can reach to a “drunken epistemology” is certainly the one
that can be deduced from Niffari’s opaque parlance. His epistemology is basically
tripartite. Firstly, there is what we should call empirical knowledge ( ilm), second-
ly what we might designate ‘mystical knowledge’ or perhaps ‘spiritual under-
standing’ (ma 'rifa), and thirdly, an epistemological mode called wagqfa, Niffari’s
own contribution to Sufi discourse.*3? In relation to each other they are, logically
speaking, one within the other so that the minor is not able to bear the higher one.
The one who is in waqfa comprehends ma 'rifa likewise, and the one in ma 'rifa
comprehends ‘ilm, so that every possessor of wagfa is inevitably a possessor of
ma'rifa as well.#40 The concepts are related to other mystical terms so that ‘ilm
belongs to the sphere of ‘famness’ (bu'd), and ma 'rifa to that of ‘nearness’ (qurb)
but wagfa is beyond both, dealing with God Himself, 44!

All three modes of knowing function as a way of self-presentation of God:
ilm is his ‘veil’ (hijab), i.e. knowledge relating to the other, ma'rifa is his
‘speech’ (khitab), i.e. knowledge of the divine attributes, but wagfa is his actual

436 Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 123.

437 Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 77. 1bn “Arabi also happens to make an interesting remark
hinting at the possible source of al-Sarafi’s inspiration: “This sheikh made his living from the
sale of opium.”

438 E.g. Ibn "Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 153. A sheikh surprised Ibn ‘Arabi, who on a visit to
Tunis was standing in an “unlawful place”, by saying: “The likes of you do not stand in a
place like that”.

439 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:91.

440 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:43, 91.

441 Niffari: Mawagqif, 8:82, 90.
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‘presence’ (hadra).**? Correspondingly, the authority (hukiima) of the knower of
'ilm, empirically based knowledge, is in the knowledge itself, in its inner logic
and coherence; the authority of the possessor of ma'rifa is in the ‘pronounced
speech’ (nutq), but the authority of the possessor of wagfa is in his silence
(samf).443

Niffari’s enigmatic utterances, however, are extremely problematic for a brief
general outline. Nevertheless, it seems evident that ma rifa has various modes. (If
this goes unnoticed, much of Niffari’s discourse in fact remains incomprehensi-
ble.) In the widest sense ma 'rifa is anything experienced in a mystical or contem-
plative way.*** This ma rifa is non-composite and thereby non-resolvable. For
example, Niffari declares that if one asks about ma 'rifa, one does not know God,
and the sign of ma 'rifa is that one does not ask concerning it, nor does the master
of ma 'rifa pass on information about it to others.*#* Since there does not seem to
be any actual discursive content in ma 'rifa, it might be concluded that in this
sense ma rifa is more a way of knowing than information to be known. The most
interesting feature in this respect is the actual function of ma rifa: Niffari may
indicate that it harmonises various dimensions of knowledge and enables one to
comprehend the unity of discursive thought and mystical wisdom.446

More often, however, Niffari uses the concept of marifa in another sense
that refers to the theological knowledge based on the revelation — it is important to
note that here ma 'rifa is still verbal or, to be exact, it is the ‘end of the utter-
able’.%47 In addition, it may be the apprehension of the inner dimension of ordi-
nary knowledge (‘ilm), since the possessor of ma rifa comprehends ‘i/m. And
finally, God Himself is the mystic’s ma rifa. 448 Niffari also discovers that
ma 'rifa, in some sense at least, is transient — which is logical since a good portion
of it deals with the perishable world.#4°

Nevertheless, ma rifa is not in the least dependent on human reasoning, since
it must take place for the sake of God alone: “If you heed anything on its own
account or on your own account, it is not maifa, and you have no part of

442 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:92.
443 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:94.
444 £ o Niffari: Mawagif, 8:95. “Ma'rifa is what you experience (encounter).”
WGaay La Tjaall

445 Niffari: Mawagif, 57:1-3, 5.

M6 1y cused Tisme S eyl sl ol e oy i e 2l 1)

Niffari: Mawagif, 57:4. Arberry translates: “When my gnosis combines between thee and
science, or name, or letter, or gnosis, and thou proceedest by it...”

Niffari: Mawagif, 8:95. Jla Lo 450 Gijall

Niffari: Mawagif, 16:5. ez ;2. L

449 Niffari: Mawagif, 16:3.

447
448
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ma 'rifa.”*% The relation between ma rifa and the mystical or ecstatic experience
is supportive: the culmination of ma'rifa is the preservation of one’s (ecstatic)
state (hal).*3!

Ma'rifa is also a divine perspective to one’s self. Namely, it contains the
knowledge of what the knower is in God’s opinion.#32 This indicates the notion
that ma 'rifa is a divine favour caused by grace (marhama).*33

Like the mystical language itself, and indeed all mysticism, ma rifa is by
nature intentional and orienting, always aiming forward, never reaching a com-
plete fulfilment.*> For this reason we are told that ma rifa always contains igno-
rance (jahl).*>> And correspondingly, Niffari may sometimes present ma rifa as
vitality,%3¢ whereby it is contrasted with a verbal expression that is compared to
sleep, and sleep further to death.437

Niffari also presents a squared dimension of ma rifa, called ma'rifat al-
ma‘arif, ‘gnosis of gnoses’, which is ‘true ignorance’ (al-jahl al-haqigi) of every-
thing through God.**8 It may concern all created beings: “every dominion (mulk)
and kingdom, every sky and earth, land and sea, night and day, prophet and angel,
‘ilm and ma rifa, and words and names, and all that is in that, and all that is bet-
ween that”.4> This supra-gnosis seems to be derived from (or perceived in) both
the rational and emotional dimensions of mentality, for it has ‘two springing
sources’ of inspiration: ‘spring of knowledge’ (‘ayn al-‘ilm) and ‘spring of wis-
dom’*®0 (‘ayn al-hukm). In Niffari’s paradoxical discourse, however, these are
somewhat reversed: the ‘spring of knowledge’ flows from ‘real ignorance’ and the
‘spring of wisdom’ flows from the “spring of that knowledge ( 'ilm)’.#6! Moreover,
as the principles of mystical discourse indicate, all modes of achieving are
avoided: even the ‘gnosis of gnoses’ is only ‘one of his lights’ (nir min
anwarihi).462 The function of this kind of parole is “psychedelic”, mind-expand-

450 Niffari: Mawagif, 9:5.

451 Niffari: Mawagif, 9:4. dila ki Gyaall ol
452 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:9.

453 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:1.

454 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 7:13

435 Niffari expresses this in his own way: “Ma rifa in which there is no ignorance is ma 'rifa in
which there is no ma rifa.” Niffari: Mawagif, 36:27.

436 Niffari: Mawagif, 53:4.

457 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:19.

438 Niffari: Mawagif, 11:1.

439 Niffari: Mawagif, 11:2, 5.

460 Arberry translates iukm ‘condition’ which makes better sense in the context.
461 Niffari: Mawagif 11:2, 5.

462 Niffari: Mawagif 11:15.
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ing, in the sense that it aims to open up further perspectives: first the reader is led
with verbal concepts into a new phase of understanding, then he is again shown an
additional dimension in the mystical world-view.

The dimension beyond ma ifa, as noted above, is called wagfa, which is “the
spirit of ma 'rifa, just as marifa is the spirit of life”.463 Niffari’s idea seems to be
that ma 'rifa is here used in the sense that it concerns the knowledge of God’s
attributes, hence dealing with otherness, but wagfa is related to God Himself.
Perhaps ma ‘rifa as a term had undergone a certain inflation in Sufi circles, and
Niffari as a lofty spirit needed an unused and more unusual term to express his
sense of superiority to an average Sufi.

There are certain features that indicate that we are justified in considering
wagfa as an ecstatic state. (Or to be more precise, that an ecstatic state may be
described as wagfa.) Ma'rifa is relative in character and its possessor
comprehends the limits of his knowledge, but wagfa seems to be a total state
which is not hindered by reasoning or discerning. The one in it (wagif) is “beyond
every limit™*®* and he is not to be moved by desires.*3 It is the only level from
which one may see the (divine) reality.*6®

Niffari also seems to indicate that each Sufi should be faithful to his own
mode of knowledge and persist in it, without aiming higher than his capacity
admits.*67 Behind this estimation is probably Niffari’s twofold division of man-
kind into the ‘elect’ (khdss) and ‘common’ ( ‘Gmm).*68

Finally we may note that both ignorance and knowledge (‘ilm) are, according
to Niffari, ‘veils’ (hijab) in relation to the experience itself.#6° In his thought
knowledge ('ilm) is more harmful than ignorance (jahl) for those who ‘see
God’.470 In this way the dimensions of empirical and mystical knowledge are
sharply separated, which once more shows that the latter is not a matter of discur-
sive knowing.

463 Niffari: Mawagif 8:42; see introduction, pp. 14-16.
464 Niffari: Mawdgif, 8:83.

465 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:93.

466 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:81.

467 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:86, 90.

468 E.g. Niffari: Mawagif, 29:4-10. Both groups seem to have their own standard of salvation:
"ilm is “almost enough” for the common people, but the elect one perishes unless he acts on
the principle that he is elect. The categories are not predestined but one may become elect by
turning towards God. The doctrine resembles some works of Syriac spirituality, especially
Liber Graduum.

Niffari: Mawagif, 29:1. The experience in this case is called ‘vision’ (ru 'ya).

470 Niffari: Mawagif, 25:1.

469



266 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

3.4.4. Some Remarks on the Philosophical Postulates

Interpretations concerning the function of the experience have a latent capacity to
link themselves with manifold problems in the whole field of theological thought.
For instance, whether one understands one’s experience as an indicator of forgive-
ness granted by God, and in what way one relates it to one’s own sinfulness, lead
to questions of freewill and predestination.

Some Sufis held that fawba means “that you do not forget your sin”, while
Junayd maintained that tawba means “that you forget your sin” and concentrate
on God instead.*”! According to the Mu‘tazili view, God, because of His justice,
is bound to accept sincere repentance, as the Ash‘ari view emphasised that the
Almighty has absolute freedom to grant or refuse forgiveness.472

Sufis are basically in line with the Sunna doctrines on predestination.
Kalabadhi presents as the Sufi view the deduction that God is the Creator of all
things, and since man’s actions and motions are things, God is the Creator of them
as well. Consequently, happiness (sa'@da) and unhappiness (§agawa), for in-
stance, are not caused by acts but prescribed by the will of God.473

During the time of our sources (around the 10th century) the prevailing poeti-
cal, philosophical and theological modes of expression were already internalised
by the authors. This means that the ecstatic discourse is conditioned by the reli-
gious cultural context, and the expressions tend to be steered into the forms
described above, and this is in fact the point where the discourse adopts its nature
as Islamic discourse: if the expressions diverged too much from the Qur’an and
Sunna, the discourse would no longer be Islamic.

The “philosophical” conditioning in the case of Sufism is a complicated
matter, however, and much more sophisticated than in the case of Syriac litera-
ture, since philosophical ideas penetrated into Sufism in a more profound way,
producing actual schools of speculative mysticism of a Gnostic nature (outside
our corpus). We must content ourselves with quoting a few remarks from the
authors of this study, the most scholastic of whom is Kalabadhi, who employs
philosophical reasoning mainly in the beginning of his work, where he discusses
basic theological matters.

The main dilemma in mystical language is how to portray the final state so
that there is nothing more to improve in the mystic’s path towards God, but on the
other hand the outcome should not be a nirvana-like essential oneness between

471 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 64.
472 Bswering 1999, 45.
473 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 23-24, 35; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 28-29, 44.
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man and God either. This boundary between the common identity of will and the
identity of essence seems to have been surpassed by the bold teaching of Abu
Yazid.

As an example of philosophical conditioning we may note the manner in
which the climax of the mystical experience, that of fana’, is explained as dis-
appearance of the accidents (‘arad), or attributes (sifa), of man and persistence of
his substance — a derivation of one of the basic differentiations in Greek philos-
ophy not present in traditional Semitic thought (e.g. the Old Testament).

Correspondingly, unification with God has customarily been divided as
unification with the name of God’s essence and unification with His Essence.47*
This may be applied to all description of experiences interpreted as having a rela-
tion to God. For example, the experiences connected with the symbol of light,
revealed by Jilani, are further interpreted by specifying them into the experiences
of the “light of names and attributes” (niir al-asma’ wa-I-sifaf) of God and those
of the “manifestation of the lights of the Essence” (tajalll anwar al-dhar) of
God.*75 The parole is apt to be taken as a description that refers to a static trans-
formation rather than to an emotional peak.

In the same way Hujwiri’s fana’ does not reach a pantheistic extent: it is
likened to fire which transmutes the qualities by its burning but leaves their
‘essence’ unchanged. In other words, essences are not capable of annihilation, but
attributes are.*’® This is the way in which it was possible to explain how an
experience that is interpreted as unity with the Divine was, on the one hand, final
and ultimate, but on the other hand man was not one where man lost his humanity.
(The interpretation, however, is now in a sense out of date, since modern analyti-
cal philosophy has actually abandoned the whole concept of substance: an entity
is not considered anything else but its properties.)

If the disposition of the will as an attribute of the essence seems too obvious,
it is good to note that man’s essence and properties can be constituted in reverse
order as well. The concept of “everlasting essence (of man) with disappearing
attributes” implies a non-pantheistic cosmology, yet there are more pantheistic or
metaphysical systems of philosophical thought in both East and West that offer
alternatives. Perhaps the most sophisticated is that of Schopenhauer in whose
philosophy even man is an accidental cover for the basic principle of the universe,
Ding an sich, which is Will, the only thing beyond the structure of subject-
object.*”7 This may be illustrated as follows:

474
475

Morewedge 1992, 215 (quoting Najm al-Din).

E.g. Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 90-91; Secret of Secrets, 56.
476 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 171, xii-xiii (Nicholson).
477 g Schopenhauer 1991, 61-70.
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Hujwiri's monotheism Schopenhauer's philosophy

will ete. man ete.

In historical perspective the identification of fana’ and ecstasy is a parallel for,
and continuation of, Plotinus’ neo-Platonic mystical theology in which ecstasy is a
direct and immediate expression of return and unification to the first principle.478
Ecstasy and unification also appear together in poetical language: Rumi makes his
lover and Beloved be “united in ecstasy”.47?

One solution is to adapt the myth of the original existence of souls, corre-
sponding to the neo-Platonic true identity in primaeval Reason, which has slender
support in the Qur’an (7:172). According to ‘Amr ibn ‘Uthman Makki, God first
created the hearts of men and kept them in a state of ‘union’ (wasl), then after
another 7000 years he created the spirits (Pers. janha) and kept them in the degree
of intimacy (uns) for 7000 years, then he created the souls (Pers. dilha) in the
station of proximity (qurb) and again after 7000 years he finally created the
bodies. Then God “imprisoned the heart in the spirit and the spirit in the soul and
the soul in the body; then he mingled reason (‘ag/) with them, and sent prophets
and gave commands; then each of them began to seek its original station.”80

Niffari refers to the same doctrine mostly in an indirect way. The ecstatic
‘gate’ of Niffari opens to consideration of that from which the one who enters is
created.*3! The divine subject of his discourse exhorts: “I manifested creation, and
divided it into classes: and I appointed for them hearts,”*32 and urges one not to
forget one’s creation.*83 According to Kalabadhi, God operates with an annihi-
lating mystic (fani) as follows:

478 Morewedge 1992, 66; Plotinus, Enneads VI, 9:3.
479 Yarshater 1988, 193. (T.S. Halman’s translation.)
480 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 309.

481 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:7. For the ‘gate’ in question, see above p. 207 and 230.
482 Niffari: Mawagif, 53:2.

483 Niffari: Mawagif, 20:21.
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God [...] makes him unconscious of the vision of his own attribute, that is, the vision of
the departing of his desire. There then remains in him only what proceeds from God to
him, and what proceeds from him to God passes away from him. So he becomes as he
was when he existed in God’s knowledge, before God brought him into being, and
when that which came to him from God came without any act on his part.‘”;"4

Similarly, the end of the individual is to be “as he was where he was before he
was”. %85 In Sufism this pre-existential vision is effortlessly combined with a
doctrine familiar from Pythagoras and Plato, according to which the memory of
pre-existent Paradise is awakened in the soul by music.

Around the speculations on the return to the primordial state there gradually
developed a whole neo-Platonic branch of Sufism (Suhrawardi, Najm al-Din etc.)
which is beyond the scope of this study. 8¢

3.5. MANIFESTATION

3.5.1. Physiological Manifestation

Sufi sources, at least those of the present study, are quite sparing in providing any
information on the outward forms of the manifestation of the experience. For the
authors themselves these may have been self-evident and for the reader somewhat
repulsive — it is to be recalled that the Sufi classics were intended mainly for a
general audience.

How the discourse directed itself towards abstractions, may be demonstrated
with the following beginning of Muhasibi’s answer when he was asked for the
signs of attaining ecstasy (‘alamat wujiid galbihi):

The hearts of such lovers are held captive in the hidden shrine of the Divine loving-
kindness, they are marked out by their knowledge of the revelation of the Divine
Majesty, being transformed by the joy of the Vision, in contemplation of the Invisible,
and the enveloping Glory of God, and from them all hindrances are removed, for they
tread the path of friendship with God, and are transported into the Garden of Vision
and their hearts dwell in that region, where they see without eyes, and are in the
company of the Beloved without looking upon him, and converse with an unseen
Friend. [...]487

484 Yalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 95; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 124.
485 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 105; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 138.
486 gee Morewedge 1992, 212-213.

487 Smith 1935, 247 (cit. Hilyat al-Awliya fol. 238a).
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Nevertheless, experiences are manifested empirically as well. Firstly, indicators of
natural reactions like sighing are occasionally mentioned.*® Hujwiri discloses
stronger effects by reporting how the body firstly opposes the ‘divine influence’
descending on it — by crying out, for example — but when the body becomes
accustomed to the continual influences, it is able to stand them quietly.48° Najm
al-Din, too, mentions ‘screams and shrieks’ as signs of union (irtisal) with the
Most High Name (ism al-a zham).**° This may be the reason why Jilani refers to
the shame connected with dhikr.49!

Jilani discloses several ways of the manifestation of ecstasy (harakat al-
wajd).*9? These include symptoms of fever — shaking, trembling and moaning.
Jilani uses the analogy between spiritual ecstasy and high fever because in both
cases it is impossible to control the physical reactions — to prevent oneself from
shaking, trembling and stiffening. The equivalent movements, however, are not
legitimate if they take place under the control of the will. He also mentions weep-
ing (buka’) as a sign of ecstasy.*%3

Ibn *Arabi’s Sufi hagiographies include allusions to physical changes in the
mystic. The phenomena include strengthening of the heartbeat 494 and even a case
of transfiguration of the body with bright light.*>> Weeping is usually connected
with sorrow for one’s soul.#%® The ideal of weeping is mentioned more often than

488 «“gomeone said to Rumi: “When you sighed a moment ago, the ecstasy departed. Do not sigh,

so the ecstasy will not leave.” Rumi answered: ‘Sometimes that ecstasy departs if you do not
sigh.”” Rumi, Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 41), 277.
489 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 407-408. A sudden ecstatic cry in Rumi’s Fiki-ma-Fihi
(discourse 10), 78.
490 Morewedge 1992, 216 (D. Martin, cit.: Najm al-Din al-Kubra, Die Fawa'ih al-G'amal wa
Fawatih al-G'alal [Wiesbaden 1957] 145, 147).
Al S5 wie ssuadly auisl Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 92. Bayrak here
interprets freely: “shame for one’s moments of unconsciousness”.

491

g Literally ‘movements of ecstasy’; Bayrak translates as ‘manifestations’.

493 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119-120; Secret of Secrets, 91-92. Bayrak here interprets the qualities
of ‘freedom’ (tajarrud) and ‘victory’ (nmusra) as indicators of the change of colour on one’s
face: “one grows pale, or the face flushes”.

494 Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 92. “So much was he dominated by the fear of God that the
beating of his heart during prayer could be heard from a distance.”

495 1bn “Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 118. “A man was on a mountain and saw a shimmering pillar

of light so bright that he could not look at it. When he approached he found that it was al-
Rundi standing in prayer.” See also Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 75-76; Arberry: Doctrine
of the Sufis, 97.

496 When al-Sarafi prayed “the tears would fall down his face on to his beard like pearls™ (Ibn
*Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 77); Abu Abdallah “wept much and kept long periods of silence”
(ibid, 92); Al-Sakkaz “put down a new mat to pray on and, as he prayed, tears fell upon that
mat.” Afterwards “the spot where his tears had fallen had begun to rot” (ibid, 97). Al-Baghi
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one might expect on grounds of the classical works of Sufism, where the context
of tears often suggests a homiletic hyperbole rather than analytical description.
Sometimes weeping is mentioned with reference to a saying from the Prophet
Muhammad’s tradition, as if to offer a certain justification. As the cause of the
flow of tears we are given dhikr and especially the recitation of the Qur’an.*®” Tbn
‘Arabi tells how one Sufi was unable to restrain his tears whenever he heard Holy
Writ recited, the result being that his eyes had become ulcerous from his frequent
weeping. 498 Junayd considers weeping (buka’) to be a result of joy and ecstasy
(wajd) due to meeting the Beloved after passionate longing for Him.*%?

Tirmidhi sheds some light on the feature of crying by setting it at the point
when the ecstasy is already fading. He compares the phenomenon with a child that
has lost its mother. The verbal picture painted by Tirmidhi is beautiful: “a remnant
of intoxication, however, still remains in him, namely his heart feels itself to be a
stranger in the wastelands of bewilderment, isolated in that Singleness (fardiyya).
He experiences the scent of kindness in his heart and raises a cry to the Possessor
of kindness”.3%

Concerning the duration of a genuine experience Shadhili notes: “If that
continues for anyone for an hour or two, he is the drinker in truth.”>%! Hujwiri
mentions a dervish who during sama * kept his lips shut and was quiet “until every
pore in his body opened; then he lost consciousness, and remained in that state for
a whole day.”3%2

The practice of dhikr may become so earnestly conditioned that it is no
longer dependent on active consciousness. Ibn ‘Arabi mentions a Sufi who was
known for the fact that he used to continue the invocation while asleep. This could
be recognised from the motion of his tongue, which Ibn ‘Arabi himself witnessed
many times.?%3

al-Sakkaz was usually “in a sad and tearful state” (ibid, 110); Al-Rundi’s “ecstasy was
intense and his tears copious” (ibid, 116); Al-Qaba’ili “was also much given to weeping”
ibid, 123); Ahmad ibn Hammam “wept for his soul like a mother who has lost her only son”
P Y

(ibid. 126-127); al-Salawi “was much given to weeping” (ibid, 127). An ecstatic weeping by
non-Muslim ‘unbelievers’ is mentioned in Rumi’s Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 23), 174.

497 E.g. Qudayri: Risala, 193; Principles of Sufism, 169; Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 106;
Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 140.

498 1bn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 133.

499 Quiayri: Risala, 333; Principles of Sufism, 348.

300 Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 185.

501 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 145.

502 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 407—408. Another example of losing consciousness on p. 410.

503 Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 68.



272 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

Sufi anecdotes include cases of a trance-like state where the subject seems to
be really “absent”. These may offer an entirely new kind of perspective on the
state of ghayba. Al-Maghribi visited a sheikh, and they exchanged greetings
according to the Arabic idiom. Since the sheikh, however, was “as if he did not
see me at all, I repeated the greeting more than once until I realised that the man
was absent. Then I left him and departed from the house.”504

A great emotional charge present in the concentration on prayer is reported to
have been manifested in various ways. One Sufi did “groan and mutter so that no
one could understand what he was saying”.5% The climax of the ideal of intensive
concentration seems to have been attained by a Sufi who had gangrene in his feet:
once when he was finishing his prayers, he found out that his foot had been
amputated by the doctors without him noticing anything!3% The function of the
story is clear: ecstasy concentrates one’s awareness and consciousness completely
on the non-physiological dimension.

Moreover, during the ecstatic state one may become immune to fire, being
unaware of what is happening and unable to relate it afterwards. Ibn ‘Arabi
witnessed many times how “a spiritual state overcame (Ahmad al-Sari$i) and he
fell into a fire, but the fire did not harm him.”.507

Among the physiological manifestations of Sufi ecstasy we may include
various unconventional manoeuvres like the rending of garments or throwing
them away, as mentioned above; some of the heretical groups reprehended by
Jilani threw away their clothing and were naked during their ecstasy.>%8 The anec-
dotes of the deranged actions are charming. Al-Hawari threw all his books into the
sea, declaring: “A guide is needed only so long as the disciple is on the road;
when the shrine comes into sight the road and the gate are worthless.” Sibli threw
400 dinars into the Tigris, for “stones are better in the water.”5%

As might be expected, the hagiographic literature contains a multitude of
stories concerning the miracles performed by the Sufis, and a good portion of the
anecdotes are imbedded in our sources as well. The frequent topics include
healings’!? and clairvoyance, which may be based on hearing inner voices (hatif)

504 Early Islamic Mysticism, 115. The story appears in chapter 6 (entitled al-tawajud wa-l-wajd
wa-l-wujiid) of Quiayri’s Risala but is absent from the 1990 Beirut edition.

505 1bn “ Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 73.

306 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 304.

307 Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 149.

508 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; Secret of Secrets, 118.

309 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 118, 417, 228.

510 E g Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 81-82, 137. In the latter case a man reads a book that
condemns Ghazali. Suddenly he becomes blind, which makes him prostrate himself and
swear that he would never read it again, and then his sight is restored.
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or intuitive insight (firasaf), or occurring thoughts (khawatir).’!! (The boundary
between the latter two may be more or less arbitrary.) In addition to these we may
encounter even more curious cases such as levitation,’!? the power to walk on
water,313 the ability to make fire without incendiaries, flying in the air,>!4
disappearance (tayy al-makan),’'> magic (i.e. affecting other people’s thoughts or
causing things to take place from a distance), turning of urea into water for ritual
purification and even an instance of “open sesame”.>¢ It is noteworthy that Ibn
*Arabi, a brilliant mind, took these as evident facts and strongly criticised those
(jurists) who did not believe in the existence of the spiritual degrees and miracles
but instead assumed that all claims to this were fabrications and superstition.3!”
Kalabadhi also mentions talking with beasts and a case of “apport mediumship”
(production of an object in another place) in his chapter on miracles, where he
utilises a few authoritative miraculous traditions of the Prophet and other saints of
old, and discusses the functions of miracles in the divine economy.>!3

The consuming character of the experience may manifest itself in various
ways. Kalabadhi reports an incident in which a man was giving an exhortation in
a mosque when he suddenly fainted (ghusiya ‘alayhi), by the divine action, and
did not recover until before the following day.>!?

Sufi literature, oddly enough, does contain even the most absolute possible
culmination for the category of manifestations, namely that of dying. Hujwiri
presents several cases where the subject of the experience did actually die during
his ecstasy. Even more odd is the fact that such an objective thinker as Hujwiri

511 E.g. anecdotes by Kalabadhi (Kitab al-Ta'arruf, chapters 67-68), Quiayri (Risala, chapter

32) and Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 118 and 158 in which, for instance, a certain Abd al-
Haqq visited Jerusalem with his wife, who refused to leave the city. Abd al-Haqq “told her
that the Franks would come and take over Jerusalem and take her captive. Then she would go
to Acre, but she would return to Jerusalem where she would die. Everything happened
exactly as he had foretold.”

512 B¢ Qusayri: Risala, 154; Principles of Sufism, 99.

513 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 57; Secret of Secrets, 21.

514 Filani: Sirr al-Asrar, 57-58; Secret of Secrets, 21.

315 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 58; Secret of Secrets, 21.

516 1pn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 83, 119, 153, 155, 103-104, 150, 132.

517 1bn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 106-107.

518 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf; 44-51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 57—66.

519 Eg. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 118; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 156. The function of
the incident in its context is to teach one to guard one’s own inner state before judging
others.
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neither considers it necessary to judge this phenomenon nor tries to justify it in
any way. 320

A man cried out during sama'. His spiritual director bade him be quiet. He laid his
head on his knee, and when they looked he was dead.

Some one laid his hand on the head of a dervish who was agitated during sama’ and
told him to sit down: he sat down and died on the spot.

3.5.2. Verbal Manifestation

One of the most famous characteristics of Sufism, and perhaps its most unique
feature overall, is to be found in the category of verbal manifestation. Ecstatic
utterances (Sath, pl. Sathiyydt) indicate sayings given during the ecstatic state, but
in most cases they appear to be given in a state of mind that does not seem in any
way extraordinary — often as an answer to a question, sometimes even literally,52!
Since there can hardly be any reasonable criteria to differentiate such utterances
according to the quality of the ecstasy behind them, and since they are generally
considered ecstatic in the broad sense of the term, it is absolutely appropriate to
take a closer look at the ecstatic utterances, their various types and their inter-
pretations.

In the following I shall give a systematic presentation of the most important
and best-known ecstatic utterances. I have arranged them into five main types
according to their logical structure.522

The first type is to be called “I-God”. It consists of self-esteem given as with
the mouth of God. The human subject here acts as a divine subject (or vice versa)
concretely representing the divine in the world.

1. “Iaml, and there is no God but me, therefore worship me.”523
— Abu Yazid Bistami (i.e. Bayazid) addressing the congregation in a
mosque

320 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 408-410. See also Schimmel 1982, 24, 220, and the discussion in
Kitab al-luma’, 267-299.

521 Ernst 1985, 48.

522 Niffari is a special case counted outside those who give ecstatic ufterances, since his works

would constitute a separate (and massive) category of ecstatic utterances.
523 Ernst 1985, 45. (Badawi: Shatahat al-Sufiyah 1, 122.)
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2. “I am the Truth.” (ana al-haqq)>**
— Hallaj

3. “Praise to me! How mighty am I (subhani, ma a ‘'zhama $a'ni)>?
— Abu Yazid

Cases two and three are the most famous: there are few books on Sufism, classical
or modern, that leave them without comment. (Kalabadhi is one of the
exceptions.) Hallaj has been considered as a kind of paradigmatic and normative
ecstatic in whose utterances Islamic ecstaticism and the whole of Sufism in a
sense culminates,526

The second type “I-He” consists of like sayings that are not uttered in the

character of the Divine subject but connected with the third person singular. The
unity is just as evidently present, the result being a kind of bi-personal human
estimation of one’s own “divine unity”.

4. “Behold, I am He!?7
— Hallaj

5. “I am the one I love, and the one I love is me.”
(and man ahwa wa man ahwa ana.)>*8

— Hallaj

6. “I am my highest Lord.” 52°
— Abu Yazid

7. “There is nothing under the cloak but God.” (ma fi-I-jubba illa-llah)>3°
— Abu Yazid

524

525

526

527
528
529
530

And al-hagq, though simple in structure, has extraordinarily divergent equivalents when
translated into Western languages: “I am the truth” (Arberry 1950, 59), “I am the Divine
Truth” (Schimmel 1982, 92), “I am the Ultimate Reality” (Watt 1953, 14), “I am God”
(Nicholson 1914, 150), “I am the ONE REAL!” (Gairdner in Ghazali's Mishkat al-anwar,
60), “Je, c'est la Vérité Créatrice” (Massignon 1954, 38), “Ich bin die Absolute Wahrheit”
(Schimmel 1984, 115).

Al-Ghazalt: Miskat al-Anwar, 57; Jilani: Sirr al-asrar, 136; Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 254;
Ernst 1985, 10-11; Arberry: Sufism/Handbuch der Orientalistik 455 etc.

History seldom follows logic: the very same sentence was uttered by Abu Yazid decades
before Hallaj without receiving hardly any attention (Ernst 1985, 43). Moreover, the reading
has a variant ara al-hagq, ‘1 see the Truth’, which may well be the original one. Baldick
2000, 48.

Shadhili: Qawanin hikam al-israq, 72.

Schimmel 1982, 32 (Cit. Massignon [ed.]: Diwan, mugatta 'a no. 57).
Ernst 1985, 51 (Cit. Badawi: Shatahat al-Sufiyah 1, 103, 68.)

Jilani: Sirr al-asrar, 136; Ghazali: Mishkat al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 60).
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“My ‘am’ is not ‘am’, since I am He and I am ‘he is He’ (huwa
huwa).”331
— Abu Yazid

“I shed my self (nafs) as a snake sheds its skin, then I looked at myself,
and behold! I was He (ana huwa) 532
— Abu Yazid

The third type, I-Thou is an application of the preceding case in the second
person, which gives a slightly more emotional impression — especially so, if we
allow ourselves a Buberian subtext. In fact this type functions as the ultimate form
of Martin Buber’s famous I-Thou relation, which refers to an intimate encounter
with the Other; here the logical deep-structure of the relation goes a phase deeper
in intimacy and identity.

10. “I saw my Lord with the eye of the heart and I asked: “Who are you?’

11.

(man anta) He answered: ‘You’ (anta).” 533
—Hallaj

“My spirit mixes with your spirit, in nearness and in distance, so that I

am you, just as you are 1.” 334
— Hallaj

The fourth type, which we may name as God in nature consists of the cases of a
kind of “local pantheism”, i.e. applications of God’s particular manifestations:

12. “Here am I, Lord!” (labbayk)>33

13.

— Nuri when hearing a dog barking

”One morning I went out, and God came before me. He wrestled with
me and I wrestled with him. I continued wrestling with him until he
threw me down.”336

— Hasan al-Kharaqgani

531
532
333
534
535

536

Ernst 1985, 26 (Cit. Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 76.)

Ernst 1985, 27 (Cit. Badawi: Shatahat al-Sufiyah 1, 77.)

Schimmel 1982, 32 (Cit. Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, ed. Massignon, mugatta'a no. 10.)
Ernst 1985, 27 (Cit. Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, ed. Massignon, 82.)

Ernst 1985, 37. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 96.) In this case the conventional Sufi use of the
expression is to be found in Niffari, whose divine subject urges one to say labbayka rabbr in
every mystical state (hal). Niffari: Mukharabat, 7:3 (cf. 33:1).

Ernst 1985, 38. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 182.) cf. Gen. 32:23-32.
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14. Praise be to him whose humanity manifested the secret of the splendour
of his radiant divinity, and who then appeared openly to his people, in
the form of one who eats and drinks!”537
— Hallaj

And finally I should like to add one more category based on the function of
certain utterances: the category of provocation. A certain “teasing” aspect is
always present in the ecstatic utterances, but some of them, it seems, do not neces-
sarily have any other function or meaning than provoking the audience by exag-
gerating remarks that aim to break the barriers of conventionality in ever-renew-
ing ways.

15. “I am greater than He.”338
— Abu Yazid as a response to the prayer call Allahu akbar, God is great.

To this category we may count remarks that challenge and question common
Islamic presuppositions. For example, Abu Yazid said when passing a Jewish
cemetery, “They are pardoned”, but when passing a Muslim cemetery he said:
“They are duped.”3° The function of this kind of utterance is to show his
contempt for all organised religion and belief in the worthiness of all spiritual
religion. By this overstatement he perhaps aimed to create some balance between
somewhat arrogant Islamic presuppositions and his own exaggeration.

Finally we may note that Niffari’s discourse, written in the form of divine
speech, constitutes a type of its own: his opaque treatises are a kind of divine
oracle. Due to his method of presenting his discourses in the 1st person singular
as from God Himself, they contain a multitude of sayings that, when taken sepa-
rately, would do well as instances of ecstatic utterances of extraordinary boldness:

I am God. (ana allah)**°

I am the Almighty, the Compassionate. (and al- 'aziz al-rahim)>*!

I am the Merciful (ra 'if).>*?

I am God: none may enter to me in the body.>*3

I am the Mighty (ana al- ‘azhim) whose mighty can bear no other than He. 344

53T Ernst 1985, 27. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 267.)

538 Emst 1985, 38. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 53.)

539 Zaehner 1960, 108. (Cit. Sarraj: Kirab al-luma’, 138).
540 Niffari: Mukhdtabat, 19:22-24.

341 Niffari: Mawagif, 5:8.

342 Niffari: Mawagif, 47:26.

543 Niffari: Mawagif, 13:4.

544 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:5.



278 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

[ am the Manifest (al-zhahir) without veil, and I am the Hidden (al-batin)
without unveiling 343

Obey me for that I am God, and there is no God except me.346

The time has come for me to unveil my face and manifest my splendour.547

Curiously enough, the divine subject of Niffari’s discourse requires to be address-
ed “You, you’ by those in the state of vision (ruya), but ‘I, I’ by those in the state
of absence (ghayba).*® This may be a pointed rebuke to those who utter ecstatic
utterances without full inspiration (compared with Niffari’s own, of course).

3.5.3. Interpretation of Verbal Manifestation

A theoretical basis for the interpretation of ecstatic utterances was developed by
Ja*far al-Sadiq (d.765), the sixth imam of the Shiites, who produced a theory of
divine speech. It is based on the exegesis of the phrase inn ana spoken by God to
Moses, and explained by God Himself: “I am He who speaks and He who is
spoken to, and you are a phantom (Sabah) between the two, in which (khitab)
takes place.””*? Nwyia (1970) and Ernst (1985) agree that this is a precise expla-
nation for Sufi ecstatic utterances.’>°

Junayd (d. 910) wrote a commentary on ecstatic utterances (7afsir al-
Sathiyyar), in which he seems to estimate that Abu Yazid’s utterances do not
emanate from the highest mystical experiences. Junayd preferred not to talk
openly about such experiences.’>! According to Sarraj (d. 988), too, the ecstatic
utterances belong to the beginning of the path rather than being intended for the
advanced; he even avoids mentioning Hallaj’s and al-haqq. Yet both of them
considered ecstatic utterances worthy of fafsir.332

Hujwiri explains the utterance given by Abt Yazid during his ecstatic
moment by shifting the subject of the clause from the created being to the Creator.

These words were the outward sign of his speech, but the speaker was God. [...] When
the divine omnipotence manifests its dominion over humanity, it transports a man out
of his own being, so that his speech becomes the speech of God. But it is impossible

545 Niffari: Mawagif, 29:1. (cf. 48:6.)
546 Niffari: Mawagif, 33:12.

547 Niffari: Mawagif, 5:8.

348 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 47:9.

549 Nwyia 1970, 179: English translation according to Ernst 1985, 10; Massignon 1954, 201—
205.

550 Ernst 1985, 11.
551 Schimmel 1975, chapter 2.
552 Ernst 1985, 11-13.
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that God should be mingled (imtizaj) with created beings or made one (ittihad) with his
works or become incarnate (hall) in things: God is exalted far above that, and far above
that which the heretics ascribe to him.333

This choice of words is one way to unite the transcendent Islamic God and a
mystic speaking as his mouth so that they are not united; man’s psychic faculty is
somehow turned “off” during the experience and the functioning subject is God.

Ghazali, in his classical work Thya' ‘uliim al-din, distinguishes between two
kinds of ecstatic utterances: (1) extravagant, exaggerated claims and (2) unintelli-
gible babbling or otherwise misarticulated voices. Neither should be displayed in
public, for the danger of misunderstanding is inevitable, and common folk would
be misled by weird sayings. For that reason he even declares that “the killing of
him who utters something of this kind is better in the religion of God than the
resurrection of ten others.”5%4

In his more esoteric book, Miskat al-Anwar, however, Ghazali displays a
much more positive attitude towards ecstatic utterances. He places them in the
same category with those anthropomorphic traditions and Suras in which God
“sits down on the throne™ 3 or otherwise acts in human terms.3*® When treating
utterances Subhani and Ana al-haqg Ghazali places stress on the fact that a
subject is always bound with a perspective: any state exists in relation to its
subject (bi-l-idafa ila $ahib al-hala) who does not necessarily comprehend the
phenomenon in its all totality.>>” “In that state he is unconscious of his own self,
and unconscious of his own unconsciousness.”>® This state may be called meta-
phorically ‘unification’ (bi-lisan al-majaz ittihad) and in the language of reality
‘unity’ (bi-lisan al-hagiqa tawhid).>*® This bold use of tawhid probably indicates
here, as Zaehner puts it, “affirmation of the divine unity”.560 After such a choice
of words even Ghazali has to calm down: “beyond these verities there are also

553 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 254

554 Ghazali: Ihya’, 1:1; translation according to Ernst 1985, 14. (Ernst’s views on Ghazali's ideas
remain somewhat limited, for they are based on /hya' alone.)

533 Qur'an 32:4. The phrase istawa ald-I- arsi can be translated also “established Himself on the

Throne”, as Abdullah Yusuf Ali does.
556 Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 61-62 (tr. 64—65).
557 Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 61).
B il agonds pna Wiy ) BB b handSapahs gl 3]
Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 61).
Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 58 (tr. 61). Gairdner translates ittihad as ‘identity’, and tawhid as
‘unification’.

560 Zaehner 1960, 166.

559



280 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

secrets/mysteries, the treatment of which would take us too far.”%¢! Elsewhere he
states: “The words of passionate lovers in the state of intoxication are for hiding,
not for discussing.”%62

What, then, does Ghazali leave unsaid here? In his Persian commentary on
Miskat al-anwar he finally argues that since two different things can never
become one, “perfect tawhid means that nothing exists except the One”.363 This is
the secret which may be labelled ‘pantheism’ or ‘monism’, or it might be
explained in terms of the concepts of Atman and Brahman — in any case it unques-
tionably surpasses traditional orthodox Islamic thought.

Various interpretations ultimately deal with the limits of the ego: has the
(God of) experience filled the consciousness completely or has the subject
surpassed the limits of his ego? In the previous case the subject itself will inevita-
bly give an exaggerated interpretation: God is all and/or he is God. The second
possibility is illogical and paradoxical itself: how could a subject surpass his own
consciousness? (Wherever the subject goes to or is in, there is also his conscious-
ness, by definition.)

According to Rumi’s mystical explanation, well in line with the position of
Ja*far al-Sadiq described above, Hallaj represented extreme humility by saying
ana al-haqq, for by calling himself God he made himself non-existent and
recognised only one true Existent, God.’®* Nevertheless, Rumi also states that
“the mouth of a drunken camel must be tied”, in other words: experiences should
not be divulged in public.563

The art of commentating on the ecstatic utterances reached its peak in the
Persian work called Sarh-i S'a;,fu}g)at by Ruzbihan Bagli (d. 1209), which consists
of 192 different ecstatic utterances by 45 Sufis. This exhaustive work also aimed
at restoring the reputation of Hallaj. Ruzbihan describes beautifully the journey of
the soul in the world of beauty and how it reaches various states that may “over-
flow” and hence be manifested to outsiders as ecstatic utterances. Ecstatic utter-
ances are symbolic (mutasabih) expressions of divine secrets, just as certain
secrets are expressed in the Qur’an symbolically as anthropomorphic attributes, or
in hadith as actions. The object that Sath symbolises is, according to Ruzbihan,
firstly ‘ayn al-jam" (Pers. 'ayn-i jam"), which is translated by Ernst as ‘essential

561 |5 jasall Jsky sl Loyl gtlaall sia o,y Ghazali: Miskar al-Anwar, 58 (tr. 61)

Gairdner translates “... mysteries which we are not at liberty to discuss”, the basic meaning
of tala is no more than ‘to be long’, ‘lengthen’.

562 ¥ | s & aliadl 2)S Ghazali: Miskar al-Anwar, 57 (my translation).
P CUT PP Y RN G [y EN #

563 Quoted from Zaehner 1960, 166. Original in Fada'il al-anam (ed. M. Sbiti, Tehran 1333
AH),24.

564 Rumi: Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 52), 349; Iqbal 1956, 97.

565 gchimmel 1982, 97.
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union’ and secondly, ‘clothing’ (iltibas) which represents how man is clothed in
the divine.>6®

According to Emst, Ibn “Arabi considered ecstatic utterances as vainglorious
acts that merely indicate pride, and this actually became the final reason that
resulted in the general devaluation and gradual disappearance of ecstatic utter-
ances, since it was his school that occupied an eminent position in Sufism. Yet Ibn
*Arabi’s own doctrine of wajd al-wujiid finally led towards similar formulations,
though as if via another route.37 For example, he himself said after being saved
from danger, “How may the one be imprisoned in whose humanity divinity
resides?368

3.6. SOME REMARKS IN CONCLUSION:
MYSTICAL LANGUAGE AND MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

Sufi discourse is largely discussion about words. This makes an outsider wonder
whether there is anything to be discovered about the mystical conditions them-
selves. The problem is recognised by Sufis as well, most profoundly by Niffari,
who makes remarks on the introspectiveness of (Sufi) parlance and its “letter that
speaks about letter”. As we have already seen, he also distances himself from the
standard discourse by refraining from the usual classifications of states and their
comparison.

One may also wonder whether, or to what extent, the spiritual phenomena are
intended to be uncovered or concealed in the Sufi classics. Often the primary
purpose of the discourse does not seem to be spiritual instruction but a certain
intellectual, albeit not exactly rationalistic, discussion of the various ways of
perceiving and arranging the inner states in spite of their imprecise and inexact
nature. Perhaps we could call this a “metaspiritual” way of discoursing. One
reason for this is that in Sufism, as in other mystical traditions, mystical literature
is clearly secondary to practice. This is explicitly stated in the textual discourse
itself. For instance, after a long discussion on various states, QuSayri gives a
division of three phases: (1) the master of the moment (wagt) is a beginner, (2)
master of the states (@hwal) is in between, but (3) the master of the breaths (anfas)
is an end.%® One way of interpreting this is that anyone can have individual
experiences, and the ability to control their totality in linguistic discourse is

366 Ernst 1985, 15-20. Sharh-i Shathiyat has been edited by H. Corbin in the series Bibliothéque
Iranienne 12 (Teheran 1966.) Ernst gives several long quotations.

567 Ernst 1985, 22, 24 (Ibn ‘Arabi: al-Futihat al-makkiyya 11:2, 238).

368 Austin’s introduction in Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 39. (Cit. Fut@hdt al-Makkiyya 1V,
560.)

569 Qusayri: Risala, 83; Early Islamic Mysticism, 142,



282 IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY

reached by some, but only the one who practises it constantly — by recollecting
God in every breath — has reached the point,

Yet on the other hand, mystical language is not a purposeless veil but an
important means of mystical growth; a ‘letter’ is not only a ‘veil’ but a ‘treasury’
(khizana) and ‘fire’ (nar) as well.® Nor can genuine mystical language be
independent of the experience. The primary function of mystical discourse is to
direct one towards the experience: to make the reference and significance come
together by the recipient’s participation in the same reality.

The true saying of every speaker is that which establishes you in the experience of Me
(al-wajd biya). Therefore, interpret (i ‘tabir) the sayings in the light of your ecstasy in
Me (bi-wajdika biya), and interpret your experience of Me in the light of your turning
away from other than Me (Niffari).571

The second function of mystical language is to extend the limitations of human
thought and widen the subject’s perspectives towards the whole creation by open-
ing new trails of thought for the mind. The function could be called “psyche-
delic™: it reaches for the verbal and conceptual limits and aims to move them
farther. Niffari’s divine subject promises:

Be through Me, and you shall see knowledge and ignorance as limits, and speech and
silence in them as limits. You shall see every limitation veiled from Me by its limita-
tion, and you shall see the outer part of the veil to be knowledge, and its inner part
ignorance.sn

The main factor in this respect is the paradoxicality of expression in various
forms. The semantic openness of mystical language is revealed illustratively by
the sentences that are absolute paradoxes in their formal structure. The logical
structure of a sentence like “my speech is not speech (ma nutqi al-nutq)™>"
implies that the same sign is used in two different senses: nutq) refers to the
boundless expression of imperceptible thought, the significance of which is
dependent on the recipient’s capacity of comprehension, and nutg; to the ordinary
expression in natural language. The same principle of twofold meaning can be
applied to any crucial term like was/ or ittihad. Paradoxical sentences like “their
presence is absence”74 shows that the reference is not bound to the verbal form —
and not to the significance, we might add.

Consequently, a mystic like Niffari is not afraid of language (which may be
seen as an indirect proof of the genuineness of his mystical experience that caused

570 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 23:6, 53:1.

STV Niffari: Mukhatabat, 19:27.

572 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 14:8.

573 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:4.

ST4 35 ca,saa Junayd: Kitab al-fand’, 80; Zachner 1960, 221.
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him to rise above the discursive level and above religious language games.) In his
approach there is no force with the ability to veil or unite as such: the qualities and
attributes are ‘paths’ in the created dimension but no more; God is not known by
the letter, nor by that which is of the letter, nor in the letter.’”> This “supra-
linguistic” approach to reality is the one that the mystical language, in an analo-
gous or metaphorical way, is all about. As uttered by a Sufi poet:

So Truth is known in ecstasy,

For truth will everywhere prevail;
And even the greatest mind must fail
To comprehend this mystery.376

575 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 56:6; Mawagif, 67:10.
576 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 104; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 137.








