Mystical Islam and
Sufi Brotherhoods

It is conceivable that the inner life of Islam might have been
suffocated in the ever-narrowing net of dogmatic defini-
tions and scholastic methods, or in the external ritual and
legal prescriptions which seemed to increase almost year to
year. However, a new current, mysticism, appeared in the
world of Islam and gave it, in many areas, a special form.
This mystical current is called Sufism, a word derived from
sif, “‘wool.”” From this term one can understand the orig-
inally ascetic character of the movement, for just as early
Christian ascetics in the Near East used to wear woolen
cloaks, thus early Muslim ascetics too donned a dark, usu-
ally dark blue, woolen garb. To understand the reason for
the growth of such a movement, one has to remember that
soon after Muhammad’s death tension arose between
the world-conquering Umayyad rulers and pious believers,
who were deeply influenced by the terrible descriptions
in the Koran of the Last Judgment and felt the need of
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incessant repentance. Hasan al-Basri (d. 728), who is
quoted by most theological schools as a witness for their
opinions, always emphasized the fear of Hell:

O son of Adam! You will die alone and enter the grave
alone and be resurrected alone, and it is with you alone that
the reckoning will take place! O son of Adam! It is you who
is intended! It is you who is addressed!

In Hasan’s environment and probably under his influ-
ence, the first-known ascetics of the Iraqgi and Syrian lands
appeared, men and women who devoted themselves as far
as possible to nightly vigils, who extended their fast far be-
yond the prescribed times, and who carefully avoided not
only things prohibited or disapproved of but even those
which were permitted but were, in the eyes of sensitive
people, perhaps of doubtful merit. They constantly fought
against the nafs, the lower soul principle that ‘‘instigates to
evil’’ (Sura 12/53), for according to a saying of the Prophet,
struggle against the nafs is *‘the greatest jihad,”’ the true
““Holy War”’ in the service of God. Unceasing control of
each and every thought and action was refined to become a
science of its own, so that one’s whole life could be led in
perfect ikhlas, *‘purity of devotion’’.

Ascetic movements developed not only in Mesopota-
mia but even more in Eastern Iran, in Khorasan, where one
cannot exclude a certain influence of Buddhist monastic
ideals. The first noted ascetic of the East, Ibrahim ibn Ad-
ham (d. ca. 777) hailed from Balkh, in the ancient province
of Bactria. Although he was the scion of Arab settlers, a
central motif of the Buddha legend was transferred to him:
he becomes in legends the prince who leaves home to
wander into homelessness.

For Ibrahim and his compatriots one of the most im-
portant aspects of true religious life was absolute trust in
God, tawakkul, which, however went far beyond the Proph-
et’s practical advice: ‘‘First tie your camel and then trust in
God!”’ For the early Sufis it meant to refrain completely
from carrying any money or food when traveling, to refrain
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also from taking any medical help, or even to refu;'e food
that was not directly given to them. Stories of this exag-
gerated rawakkul, which often verge on the grotesque, are
plentiful in early hagiographies. For later Sufis, tawakkul
remained central as an ethical attitude but was not practiced
in this overstressed form. One understood that tawakkul
was basically nothing but the practical aspect of rauhid: one
trusts in God because there is no bestower of goods but
Him, and His name ar-razzdq, ‘‘the One Who nourishes,”’
is a promise that He will care for all the needs of His
creatures.

Another central concept in early Sufism is fagr,
“‘poverty.”” The Sufis relied on the Prophet’s saying: Faqri
Sfakhri, ‘‘My poverty is my pride.”” Fagqr in the first place
requires that one renounce any worldly possessions. Such
material poverty remained the Sufi ideal for a long time
(even though in later centuries many of the ‘‘poor” (faqir,
dervish) turned into influential landlords and, contrary to
the early ascetic ideals, even cooperated with the ruling
classes). But as rawakkul was interiorized into an ethical
ideal, so was poverty: it means to feel poor and destitute in
the presence of the Eternally Rich, self sufficient God (cf.
Sura 35/16). Nothing really belongs to a human being; the
wealth of this world lasts only for a few days. For this rea-
son some Sufis claimed that the spiritual rank of a grateful
rich person able to part with all his wealth in a single mo-
ment without regret is comparable to that of a poor person
who patiently suffers his poverty. The poor, however, who
is grateful—even for not receiving anything—is superior to
all others, for gratitude, like all other stations on the mys-
tical path, has three stages: thanks for receiving something,
thanks for not receiving it, and gratitude for the capacity of
being grateful. Fagr, however, could be taken in the sense
of ‘‘giving up every good,”’ and even more ‘‘giving up
hopes and wishes for the next world.”’” It can become almost
a coterminus of fand, “‘annihilation’’ (Entwerden ‘‘de-
becoming’’). This is the view expressed in the frequently
quoted saying that appears first in the twelfth century:
““When poverty becomes perfect it is God.”” That is, the
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creature in his absolute poverty is lost, so to speak, in the
eternally rich Creator who becomes everything for him.

In the uninterrupted struggle against the nafs, not
only are poverty and fasting, nightly vigils and, often, si-
lence required, but also constant introspection; worse than
clinging to worldly goods is haughtiness, complacency, and
striving for fame and praise. ‘“The nafs has a Koran and a
rosary in the one hand and a dagger in the sleeve.”” Thus
says Rumi, pointing to the danger that one may be all too
pleased with one’s own piety, with one’s devotional works,
and with one’s renown as a ‘*saintly’” person. It is better to
be outwardly sinful and draw people’s anger and blame
than to attract praise by a show of piety. This was at least
the view of the so-called Malamatiya, a group of intensely
pious seekers in the tenth and eleventh centuries, whose so-
briquet is derived from maldma, ‘‘blame.’” However, as
other Sufis objected, even that attitude is far from perfect,
for as long as the Sufi cares at all for people’s reaction, be
it praise or blame, he has not yet reached true insight. The
goal is, first of all, rida, ‘‘contentment,”” grateful accep-
tance of whatever comes. A story from the tenth century
tells that a Sufi addressed God in his prayer:

““Q Lord, are you satisfied with me that [ am satisfied with
Thee?”

He heard a voice: *“You liar! if you were satisfied with
Me you would not ask whether 1 am satisfied with you!”’

The purely ascetic way of life did not remain a goal in
itself. In the middle of the eighth century, the first signs of
genuine love mysticism appear among the pious. Its first
representative was a woman, Rabi‘a of Basra (d. 801). Nu-
merous are the legends that surround this great woman
saint of Islam. The following one was famous enough to be
taken over into medieval and modern European literature,
though without mentioning Rabi‘a’s name:

She was seen one day in the streets of Basra, carrying a
bucket in one hand and a torch in the other one. Asked the
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meaning of her action, she replied: ‘I want to pour water
into Hell and set fire to Paradise so that these two veils dis-
appear and nobody worships God out of fear of Hell or hope
for Paradise, but only for the sake of His eternal beauty.”’

This absolute love,which does not care for Hell and its pun-
ishments nor for the pleasures of the paradisial gardens, be-
came central themes, if not the central theme, of mystical
poetry down to this day.

Most theologians, understandably, refused to use the
term ‘‘love’’ for the relation between man and God. Love,
they claimed, is love for God’s commands, hence, absolute
obedience to the Law. Yet the strong element of Love could
not be pushed aside. Like Rabi‘a, the Sufis liked to refer to
Sura 5/59: ‘*He loves them and they love Him.”” These
words, although taken out of context, seem to prove the
possibility of mutual love, which—like every act in the
world—begins in and from God.

In the century and a half after Rabi‘a’s death, theories
of love were elaborated and enlarged. In her Iragi homeland
a number of mystics continued defining love and other
mystical states and stations: One finds in Baghdad a psy-
chologist, Muhasibi (d. 857), named after his tendency to
search his soul (muhdsaba) with utter sobriety; and a pen-
etrating spirit such as Kharraz, whose importance for the
formulation of the mystical profession of faith was under-
stood only recently. It was this mystic who stated that
*“‘Only God has the right to say ‘I’.”” He thus prepared the
ground for the extension of the formula of rauhid into its
later form, e.g., “*There is nothing existing but God.”” Mu-
hasibi’s contemporary in Egypt was Dhu’n-Nun, of Nubian
descent (d. 859). He was surrounded by miracle stories but
is also known as the first to define ma‘rifa, ‘‘gnosis, non-
discursive knowledge.”” Allegedly, he was an alchemist—
but what is Sufism but the alchemy of the soul, the
transmutation of base matter into pure spiritual gold?
Dhu’n-Nun seems to be the first Sufi to rediscover nature as
a witness to God’s wondrous activities, thus giving creation
a certain value, an attitude very different from that of the
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world-hating ascetics, for whom this world was nothing
but a dunghill, no more important than a gnat’s wing.
Dhu’n-Nun rightly remembered the Koranic words that ev-
erything praises God in its own silent language, and thus he
translated nature’s songs in his prayers:

O God, 1 never hearken to the voices of the beasts or the
rustle of the trees, the splashing of the waters or the song of
the birds, the whistling of the wind or the rumble of the
thunder but I sense in them a testimony to Thy Unity and a
proof of Thy incomparability, that Thou art the All-
Prevailing, the All-Knowing, the All-True.

Such psalm-like prayers of the Egyptian mystic may have
inspired, but are at least echoed in, later mystical poetry,
mainly in the Persianate world, whose authors understood
the praise of God as uttered by flower, stone, and animal.

Another contemporary of the two just-mentioned Su-
fis is the Persian Bayezid Bistami (d. 874), whose strange,
lonely personality has become almost proverbial. His excla-
mation Subhdni, ‘‘Praise be to me! How great is my
Majesty!’’ has often been interpreted by later Sufis as the
expression of man’s deification once he has been *‘annihi-
lated”’ from the world and from himself. Bayezid’s em-
phasis on fand, ‘‘annihilation’’ as well as some of his
paradoxical expressions have been explained by some
scholars as influenced by Indian Vedanta speculations.
However, he advocates not the expansion of the atman until
it realizes its oneness with Brahman but rather wants to ex-
tinguish all traces of human nature. Bayezid was the first to
use the symbolism of the heavenly journey when speaking
of his raptures and has described his longing for fana in
highly poetical images, as well as his inexplicable disap-
pointment at the end of his experiences.

Fana is in the first place an ethical concept, i.e., the
renunciation of human qualities and increasing spiritualiza-
tion; it has nothing to do with Indian concepts of nirvana
since it does not mean the attempt to be rescued from the
painful cycle of birth and rebirth but rather the return of the
creature to the state ‘‘as he was before he was.”
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This latter formulation was coined by one of the most
renowned masters of early Sufism, Junaid of Baghdad (d.
910), “‘the peacock of the poor,”” through whom all later
chains of initiation reach back to the Prophet, either via
‘Ali or Abu Bakr. Junaid is regarded as the leading repre-
sentative of mystical sobriety, in contrast to ecstatic in-
toxication, and his influence is palpable not only in the Ira-
gian scene but also in later Sufism, especially in the
Maghrib, as well. To be sure, one could also find in Iraq
more poetically-minded Sufis who blended love of human-
ity with love of God but sometimes uttered words that hor-
rified the dogmatic theologians. Junaid was well aware of
the danger that lofty ideas of mystical union might be dis-
cussed or merely mentioned before the non-initiated, for in
his earlier days (877) some lawsuits against the allegedly
heretic tendencies of the Sufis had been filed in the capital.
He therefore taught his disciples in coded and difficult-to-
decipher words and, as legend has it, predicted a terrible
end to one of the mystics who preached openly of the in-
teriorization of Islam and its ritual duties.

This disciple, however, was to become the hero of
mystical and non-mystical poets, the model of the daring
lover who expressed the secret of loving union between
man and God (or, as later mystics saw it, spoke of the all-
embracing Unity of Being) in his word ana’l-haqq, ‘1 am
the absolute Truth,” that is ‘‘I am God.” Hallaj, hailing
from Persian Iraq and famed for his almost superhuman
feats of asceticism, did not actually exclaim this famed sen-
tence at Junaid’s door, as legend tells. The quintessence of
his doctrine is that Adam was created in the image of the
human nature, ndsiit, that is inherent in God, and that the
uncreated Divine Spirit can overcome the created human
spirit in rare moments of ecstasy, although the eternal and
that which is created in time are essentially incompatible.

Hallaj wandered through the the eastern lands of the
caliphate; around 905 he reached the Indus Valley and then
moved on to Inner Asia, probably following the Silk Route.
His disciples lived everywhere between Turkestan and
Mecca; their 1ast correspondence with him was confiscated
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by the police when he was finally arrested and imprisoned.
However, it was not so much his mystical teaching (which
seemed suspect and dangerous even to many other Sufis in
Baghdad) that made him suspect in the eyes of the Abbasid
government; rather, political moves were at work. He was
accused of contracts with the Qarmathians in Multan and of
revolutionary conspiracy. Indeed, he called on Muslims to
understand their religion not so much according to the let-
ter, but in keeping with the spirit, although this was a dan-
gerous stance. His numerous prayers asked for the *‘lifting
of the veil’’ between God and himself, and he urged people
to kill him so they would be recompensed for a pious ac-
tion, while he eventually would be freed from the *‘I’’ that
always stood between him and God, the God who manifests
Himself everywhere to those who have eyes to see. His
verse:

Kill me, O my trustworthy friends
for in my being killed is my life,

inspired numerous mystics and was elaborated in various
forms. On March 26, 922, he was cruelly executed. His
short poems are the most tender expressions of mystical,
non-sensual love that are known in Arabic; in his Kitdb at-
tawasin he used for the first time the allegory of the moth
that casts itself into the candle’s flame—an image that was
to become a favorite with later Sufi poets in the Persianate
world. It also inspired the German poet Goethe in his mov-
ing poem Selige Sehnsucht, ‘‘Blessed longing.”’

For later Sufis, Hallaj’s death was a model of death
through love; his name, but even more his father’s name
Mansur “‘victorious’” is well-established in the poetry of
the eastern Islamic world, while his saying ‘I am the
Truth’’ is usually translated as “‘I am God,”” haqq, (*‘truth,
reality’’) being the favorite mystical term for God. The
bold mystic was praised not only by classical and modern
Sufis, but his name is a keyword in modern—usually
progressive—poetry in the Muslim world, for he sacrificed
his life for his ideals and was killed by the establishment.
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Only the ‘sober’ brotherhoods are somewhat critical of
him, regarding him as too narrow a vessel for Divine
inspiration.

Hallaj’s death can be taken in a certain respect as the
end of the first, classical period of Sufism, which at that
time could be described as *‘voluntarist mysticism.”” In
subsequent centuries one observes an increasing systemati-
zation, a development that was necessary not only because
the Sufis had to prove their orthodox stance, but also be-
cause of the increase in foreign influences (Neo-platonism,
Christianity, and later Central Asian and Indian ascetic
techniques). A great number of works in Arabic and, from
the mid-eleventh century also in Persian, were composed to
prove not only the compatibility of Sufism with Islamic
teaching, but rather to show that there was indeed no dif-
ference between the two. All early mystics are firmly
grounded in the shari‘a, whose rules and commands they
took extremely seriously, while at the same time seeking to
discover the deeper meaning of the words. For it is the
broad road, shari‘a, from which the narrow path, fariga, the
path trod by the chosen few, can branch out, and it is the
Koran in which every wisdom can be found.

Systematization attained its high point in the IThy@
culiim ad-din of Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali (d. 1111), a Persian
scholar who, after a very successful career in one of the
leading theological colleges of his time, turned to mysti-
cism. His autobiography Al-mungidh min ad-dalal, (‘‘the
savior from error’’) shows his spiritual wrestling with the
various theological currents of his time—philosophy, scho-
lasticism, and Batiniyya. The final leap into Sufism saved
him and removed his doubts. His major work,.the Thy@
‘ulim ad-din, aims as its title says at the ‘‘revivification of
the sciences of religion’ or, in short, “*of theology’ in a
broad sense; in other words it introduces the believer into a
life that is agreeable to God. In addition to islam, *‘absolute
surrender,”” and imadn, ‘‘faith,”” one also needs ihsan which
means ‘‘to serve God as if one were seeing Him.”” One has
to be conscious of God’s presence in every moment. This
feeling of God’s constant presence is valid even while one



