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Musalman wa hindu wa tarsa wa gabr

ze khake darat jumla afsar kunand

Chu kafur-o sandal az aan khake paak

be-chashm andar aarand wa daair kunand

Muslim, Hindu, Christian and Magi

make a crown out of the dust of his threshold

They apply the sacred dust like camphor and sandal

in their eyes and circumambulate the shrine.

– Amir Khwurd Kirmani on Hazrat Nizamuddin’s dargah, as quoted in Siyar-ul-Auliya, fourteenth century
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PREFACE

Hazrat Khwaja Nizamuddin Auliya (1238–1325) is one of the finest Sufi figures to have flourished in India since the thirteenth century. Hazrat Nizamuddin’s tomb, located in Delhi in a neighbourhood named after the saint himself, is an important pilgrimage site for people of all faiths, a veritable centre of the sacred geography of Sufi spirituality or Sufism in India. The saint belonged to the first cycle of the five great Sufi masters of the popular Chishti spiritual lineage or silsila (order), which flourished in India in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Before him, the Chishtis were led by towering religious personalities like Khwaja Gharib Nawaz Muinuddin Chishti of Ajmer, Khwaja Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki – after whom the Qutub Minar in Delhi is named – and Khwaja Fariduddin Ganj-i-Shakar, undivided Punjab’s foremost Sufi saint. Hazrat Nizamuddin’s successor in the Chishti order, Shaikh Nasiruddin Chiragh-i-Dehli (1274–1356), became immortal in the city’s popular memory for keeping the chiragh (lamp) burning at night at a time when the despotic Sultan Muhammad Tughlaq (ruled 1325–51) was forcefully changing the capital of the Sultanate from Delhi to Daulatabad (Deogiri in the Deccan), leaving Delhi desolate.

Hazrat Nizamuddin was born and brought up in the bustling city of Badaun (now in western Uttar Pradesh) in a Syed family (descendants of Prophet Muhammad) that had immigrated from Bukhara in Central Asia. He was brought up by his pietistic mother, Bibi Zulaikha, having lost his father early. Nizamuddin moved to Delhi to pursue his higher education, specializing in the traditions of the Prophet, Islamic jurisprudence and Perso-Arabic literature and history. After his studies, he spent some time looking for a government job as a qazi (judge) before being introduced to Chishti Sufism. He soon became an outstanding disciple of Shaikh Fariduddin Ganj-i-Shakar. In decades to come, Hazrat Nizamuddin grew into a living legend, eventually becoming something of a patron saint of Delhi.
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Hazrat Nizamuddin’s teachings and detailed accounts of his life are available in the authorized collection of his malfuzat (spiritual conversations), titled Fawa’id-ul-Fu’ad (Morals for the Heart). This collection, compiled by a close disciple and mystically inclined poet, Amir Hasan Sijzi (1254–1337), over a period of fifteen years, had become a popular text in his own time. The period covered in the compilation coincided with the reign of Sultan Alauddin Khalji (ruled 1296–1316), whom Hazrat Nizamuddin famously did not consent to meet despite the sultan’s many demands. Significantly, both Amir Hasan Sijzi and the saint’s closest disciple, Amir Khusrau (1253–1325), were in the service of the sultan, but Nizamuddin wished for critical distance between the political and spiritual domains. He had famously remarked, ‘I have two doors in my house, if the sultan forcibly entered from one, I will vacate it from the other.’

Hazrat Nizamuddin had a difficult time with two other Delhi sultans as well – Qutbuddin Mubarak Shah Khalji (ruled 1316–20) and Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq (ruled 1320–25). But both rulers died untimely and violent deaths at the time they were harassing Hazrat Nizamuddin. Later, Chishti’s memory celebrates their elimination as an obvious result of the saint’s curse. At the same time, the Chishti Sufi tradition also celebrates the bestowal of kingship by Sufi masters to the more competent and deserving persons.

Through his teachings, as recorded in Fawa’id-ul-Fu’ad and in later tazkiras (hagiographies), especially the well-known collection of biographies, Siyar-ul-Auliya (Lives of the Friends of Gods) by another disciple, Amir Khwurd Kirmani, Hazrat Nizamuddin educated his followers in the Sufi way of loving God. This was expressed through service to humanity, which was considered to be the highest form of prayer. In doing so, the saint, like his Chishti predecessors, was presenting a tolerant and peaceful face of Islam, which sought to bring non-Muslims into its fold without using force or invoking political power. Thus, even if Sufis like him were not against the conversion of non-Muslims, they believed reform within required more urgent attention. In their understanding, the dichotomy in the moral integrity of people professing Islam – that is, not sincerely following the precepts of Islam to become good human beings – was a more serious matter than winning over new converts. Eventually, a huge non-Muslim population did embrace the Islam of the Sufis in many regions with substantial concentrations of Muslims, as in Punjab, Bengal and the Deccan.

By presenting a face of Islam that was tolerant, accommodating and peaceful, singing songs of love and making charitable endeavours, the Sufis were able to excel in an environment marked by spiritual competitiveness with holy men of different hues. They attracted large numbers of followers of all religions all over the Indian subcontinent. And even today, visitors to the shrines of these Sufis are never checked for their caste, creed or gender. Large numbers of visitors to the Nizamuddin shrine, respectfully referred to as dargah or darbar, are non-Muslim, and a significant number are women. The keepers of the shrine pray in Urdu: sabke jayez armaan puray hon (may lord fulfil everyone’s legitimate aspirations).

The spiritual environment of Hazrat Nizamuddin’s tomb complex is considered a liberating experience. Some visitors do not even seek blessings and mannat (benediction) but visit because deep veneration for the saint’s grace and charisma holds an important place in their hearts. This veneration is powerfully voiced by the accomplished qawwals, whose ancestors have sung songs, highlighting and celebrating the greatness of the khwaja for over seven centuries now. He is addressed from early in his career as Sultan-ul-Mashaikh (Sultan among the Sufis) and Mahbub-i-Ilahi (Beloved of God). Though his given name was Muhammad bin Ahmad (Ahmad being the name of his father), the name Nizamuddin itself was miraculously attached to him, as was the title, Auliya (plural of wali, a friend of God). Nizamul Auliya wad-Din is shortened to Nizamuddin Auliya, which means administrator of friends (of God) and faith of Islam.
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This book is a product of my long-standing interest in Sufi literature of the Delhi Sultanate, especially the malfuzat of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya. I gratefully remember the kind support and encouragement of several eminent professors, which has kept my interest in the subject going. I especially remember Syed Jamaluddin, Syed Muhammad Azizuddin Hussain Hamadani, Narayani Gupta, Muzaffar Alam, Dilbagh Singh, Harbans Mukhia, Satish Saberwal, Partha Chatterjee, David Curley and Werner Menski.

A large number of colleagues and friends have also provided moral support for my lasting dedication to the subject. Grateful thanks are due to Arupjyoti Saikia, Tilottama Mukherjee, Rashmi Mishra, Manish Kumar, Deeksha Bhardwaj, Bharati Jagannathan, Geeta Arya, Sanal Mohan, Amit Dey, Parul Pandya Dhar, Fatemeh Samavati, Kumari Khushboo, Farhat Nasreen, Jaya Kakkar, Mohammad Ali, M. Nisar, Rafiullah Azmi and Gulfishan Khan.

In what follows, in this book, details from the life and teachings of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya will be presented for the appreciation of scholars and devotees needing to know more about the saint. In his lifetime, Hazrat Nizamuddin was known to be aware of what was inside the heart of his disciples even when it was not expressed verbally. In my case here, as a historian of Sufi traditions, my interest is in bringing together some fascinating aspects of the extraordinary life of the much-venerated saint in his own spiritual and political context. I am grateful to the team at Pan Macmillan – especially Rajdeep Mukherjee, Prasun Chatterjee, Pujitha Krishnan and Shreya Ahlawat – for their keen interest in publishing this book, which sums up the accounts of excellence in the conduct of the fine soul – Sultan-ul-Mashaikh Mahbub-i-Ilahi Hazrat Khwaja Nizamuddin Auliya of Delhi.

Raziuddin Aquil
University of Delhi
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INTRODUCTION:BELOVED OF GOD

Aye aatish-i firaaqat dilha kabab kardeh

Sailaab-i ishtiyaaqat jaanha kharab kardeh

The fire of separation has roasted the hearts, making them kabab

The overwhelming desire has destroyed many lives, making them kharab.

– Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya, quoted in Fawa’id-ul-Fu’ad

The vast corpus of Sufi literature in a variety of languages, forms and genres help us understand the critical social, cultural and political roles Sufis have performed through the ages. The literature especially draws attention to ethical concerns Sufis insisted on to make themselves and their followers acceptable in the eyes of their merciful and loving God. Sufis considered themselves friends and lovers of God and strove to cultivate awe-inspiring credentials. The main tenets of Sufism were love for the eternal divine and respect for all His creations, whether humans or non-humans and irrespective of caste, creed or gender. Compassion and some humanism were encouraged. The focus here is on the spiritually imbued conversations of the foremost Chishti Sufi saint of Delhi, Hazrat Khwaja Nizamuddin Auliya, in Fawa’id-ul-Fu’ad, a famous text compiled by Amir Hasan Sijzi.1

The reading of the text (Fawa’d-ul-Fu’ad Khwani) is a regular feature at the dargah of Hazrat Nizamuddin, during his annual Urs or death anniversary. Literally translating to wedding or marriage, Urs of Sufi saints is celebrated with the assumption that they spent their lives devoted to God and went after death to be near him. Indeed, Nizamuddin had willed that his funeral procession should accompany qawwals singing songs of love as in a sama (musical assembly of Sufis). This would have been a major deviation from tradition, creating difficulties for the ulama, the dominant Sunni–Hanafi theologians and custodians of customary practices in Islam. Therefore, some prominent disciples decided not to follow the will of the departed Sufi shaikh, and Nizamuddin’s own funeral procession did not include music.

The study of medieval and early modern Indian history has flourished with continued scholarly investments over the last century. Some of the best scholars of medieval Indian history are also the finest historians of Sufism in medieval India. These include Mohammad Habib, S. Nurul Hasan, Khaliq Ahmad Nizami, Saiyid Athar Abbas Rizvi, Carl W. Ernst and Bruce B. Lawrence. They have highlighted the significance of the kinder face of Islam practised by Sufis, which played an important role in emphasizing the value of pluralism and diversity in society.2 Another set of historians such as Simon Digby, Richard M. Eaton and Muzaffar Alam have expanded the field further with their rigorous scholarly and professional approach to the study of the past.3 Recent decades have witnessed the publication of new research, revealing further layers of intricacies in the history of Sufism. This is particularly so for the research and publication of Nile Green, Scott Kugle and Mikko Autere, among others.4

Other notable scholars of the history of the Sultanate period in the last hundred years or so include I. H. Qureshi and Aziz Ahmad, both writing from a clearly identifiable perspective of Muslim separatism in the middle of the twentieth century.5 As history writing gets trapped in the political turmoil, right-wing political propaganda takes it to its nadir, with an otherwise professional historian, K. S. Lal, going on to claim that medieval India under Muslim rulers was a dark age, because there was no electricity in medieval India. For Lal, this was so because medieval Islamic governing principles and actions were based on the Qur’an, which was against science, leading to its suppression. He would conclude that much of the evils facing Indian society today are the legacy of Muslim rule in India.6 Such wild assertions are made with more aggressive determination in what are now known as the dubious ‘WhatsApp university’ forwards. Away from the bizarre attack on academic history, historians have continued to work with scholarly rigour to produce more credible histories. These include, for the Delhi Sultanate, important works such as those published by Peter Jackson, Sunil Kumar and Blain Auer.7 The lists of distinguished scholars of the histories of the Deccani Sultanates and Mughal India are equally long and formidable.8

The accessibility and use of wide-ranging source material has meant newer explorations in areas – questions, regions and periods – which were hitherto neglected. Primary sources for the history of the Sultanate period are available in abundance. Newer sources are continuously being discovered and deployed. Historians are also going back to conventional sources such as court chronicles and literary compositions in Persian. These include significant early writings of medieval stalwarts like Minhaj-us-Siraj Juzjani (1193–1260), Ziyauddin Barani (1285–1357) and Amir Khusrau.9 Literature in a number of Indian languages is also being used by historians now with some degree of confidence in their use as reliable sources for the writing of history. Traditionally used coins and inscriptions remain important, the latter are specially studied with the built heritage for much sophistication in understanding the context and meanings in their forms, shapes and influences. With several layers of entangled pasts, sites like the Qutub complex, Feroz Shah Kotla and Purana Qila in Delhi are threatened by recent political contestations. This issue requires care and responsibility on the part of the political domain. This is especially so as public culture is becoming increasingly volatile.

A large corpus of Sufi literature is still attracting historians who can read Persian as well as medieval vernaculars. Persian texts in a variety of genres include theoretical treatises, malfuzats, maktubats (letters), tazkiras and mystical poetry (especially poetry of love, or ghazal).10 Well known, but not properly studied or utilized by scholars of Sufism, are the premakhyana, or the poetry of love in Hindi.11
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It is important to have a quick look at some of the main features of Sufism in the medieval period before getting into the details of the anecdotes (hikayat) on ethical and moral conduct in Sufism, as narrated by Hazrat Khwaja Nizamuddin Auliya in Fawa’id-ul-Fu’ad. Nizamuddin belonged to a chain of the powerful and charismatic spiritual leadership of the Chishti Sufis of the Delhi Sultanate. His predecessors included Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti of Ajmer, Khwaja Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki of Mehrauli in Delhi and Khwaja Fariduddin Ganj-i-Shakar of Punjab. Khwaja Nasiruddin Chiragh of Delhi, Nizamuddin’s successor, completed the chain of the first five great Chishtis of the Sultanate period.12

Love for God and service to humanity are central to all forms of Sufi traditions, practices, tariqats (orders) and their silsilas (branches). This requires complete cleansing of the lower self (tazkiya-i-nafs) and cultivation of the heart (qalb). Unconditional and excessive devotion in love for God (called ishq-i-haqiqi or ishq-i-ilahi) is compared with Majnun’s madness for Laila. Yet Sufis thought that they were more intelligent than Majnun, who wasted his life over Laila, who died, whereas the God they loved was eternal. Further, since God is supposed to have created everything, love and respect for all his creations are equally important. Service to humanity (khidmat-i-khalq) is then extended to plants and animals as well. The most touching reference is of God forgiving the foremost early Sufi figure, Rabiya of Basra in Iraq, for she used to feed a stray dog outside her house every night. Provocatively, she would also go around the town during the day, carrying a bucket full of fire in one hand and a bucket full of water in the other. Rabiya would complain that people were engaged in prayers for fear of hell and the reward of heaven. She wanted to destroy both hell and heaven, so that people would pray for the love of God and not for those promised rewards or punishment.13

Sufi spiritual exercises brought the practitioners close to God to the extent that there were moments when they thought there were no differences between the human soul of the Sufis and the merciful and loving God. These were expressed through concepts such as unity of existence and unity of witness (wahdat-ul-wujud and later wahdat-ul-shuhud), which meant there is no difference between God and human beings, and alternatively, one can merge into the Great God. The public elaboration of such experiences of nearness to God, to the extent of imagining getting merged into him, was discouraged. Mansur al-Hallaj, a Persian mystic and poet, is the best-known example of this. An ecstatic al-Hallaj had claimed that he represented the truth of God or probably God himself, Anal Haq. His utterances were bordering on heresy in Islam, and he was executed by the orders of the caliph in Baghdad.

Nearness to God also meant Sufis could acquire supernatural abilities to perform miracles (karamat), which were to be hidden and sometimes used for the benefit of people, which has historically made Sufi institutions, especially their dargahs, popular. Indeed, miracles as a source of benevolence have garnered interest in Sufi traditions across regions and time periods. Sufi traditions recognized other kinds of miracles as well. These included the extraordinary marvels of the prophets (mu‘ajizat), which needed to be spectacularly performed, paranormal abilities of non-Muslim mystics such as the yogis (istidraj) and low-quality tricks (ma’unat) of magicians and other evil doers.

Sufism was influenced by various sources and often appropriated practices and traditions from outside Islam. While this did draw people from other religions to Sufism, it also meant Sufis were suspected of crossing the rigid boundaries marked by the theological custodians of Islam. On their part, the Sufis were clear about the path they were following and for its purpose. In their attempt to know God and achieve nearness to him, they were seen to be following the path shown by the Prophet of Islam and the early exemplars. Thus, remaining within the fold of Islam in the probable chain of shari‘at (customary law in Islam), tariqat (mystic path), ma‘rifat (spiritual knowledge) and haqiqat (the truth of the loving God), with the shari‘at being the bottom line on which failure to follow the mystic path was judged.

Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya feared what hell a Sufi would fall into if they were not bound to the laws of Islam, whatever the jurisprudence or sects (mazahib or maslaks). This meant that the obligatory rituals of namaz, roza, zakat, hajj, etc., were necessary ingredients or spices of the Islamic meat curry. The meat, or the most important ingredient in this curry, was the Sufi style of distancing themselves from the world (tark-i-duniya). Prayers were of various types, including night-long recitation of the Qur’an, chanting recognized formulae to remember God (zikr) and listening to fine poetry in musical assemblies (mahfil-i-sama), with qawwali growing into a fine Sufi music genre.

Unlike ‘heterodox’ mystic groups in Sufism, such as Qalandars and Madaris, the Chishti Sufis conformed to the traditional Islamic norms of conduct.14 Their non-conformism was limited to their defiance of the rigid interpretation of Islam by the ulama. Besides other aspects of their religious or spiritual practices, which were often questioned by the ulama, sama and qawwali were a cause of major tension between the Chishti Sufis and the ulama in the Delhi Sultanate. For the Chishtis, music was central to their expression of love for God, but the Hanafi ulama condemned song and dance techniques in Sufi spirituality as forbidden or haram. Sources talk about various forms of music recommended in the Sufi circles of the Delhi Sultanate as well as their arguments defending its legitimacy. Sufis referred to classical sources of Islam (such as Qur’an and traditions associated with Prophet Muhammad) that defended the use of music amidst the ulama’s clamour for its suppression. Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya’s practice of organizing mahfils, the Sunni Hanafi theologians’ opposition to music and the resultant inquest at Sultan Ghiyasuddin Tughluq’s court had taken an ugly turn, but Nizamuddin defended his interest in music with a lot of grace.15 This defence is discussed in detail in Chapter 9.

Sufis were also open to the adoption of non-Muslim spiritual practices, with texts such as the Amritkund and Rushdnama showing common grounds shared in Sufism and other spiritual traditions. Practices such as breath control (pranayama) and meditations influenced by yogis and sadhus (such as chilla-i-ma‘kus, the practice of hanging upside down for forty days as practised by Baba Farid) would attract negative attention from the ulama, but Sufis had no issues sharing practices with yogis and Sants. These appropriations have a longer history, going back to Central Asia and Khurasan, where forms of Buddhist practices were also in vogue. Later, spiritual figures such as Kabir and Eknath were asking: did God make a mistake in making someone a dog or kafir, for that matter?16 All these would mean that the visitors to dargahs transcended distinctions of caste, class, creed and gender, as well as respect for the difference between human and non-human beings.

Sufis created conditions for peaceful community relations in diverse neighbourhoods, which were ensured by responsible politics and broad-based governing principles. Charitable endeavours by Sufis included running langars or community kitchens for feeding the poor as well as healing rituals, for the physical and mental health of people in places where medical facilities were abysmal or non-existent. The Sufi concept of renunciation meant living among the people and serving them, while staying away from worldly greed. Sufis were expected to eat minimally, particularly avoiding non-vegetarian food, for several reasons, including respecting sentiments of large numbers of Hindu devotees (probably preventing any suspicion of mixing beef). This is because beef-eating had emerged as a contested issue in medieval India. For some, not eating meat also took care of sexual desires that were assumed to be caused by red meat. It also helped maintain long hours of ritual purity through ablutions (wuzu).

Accounts of avoiding eating (fasting) as part of spiritual exercises or wholesome feeding of visitors to Sufi hospices (feasting) abound in medieval Sufi texts. Thus, there is a striking contrast in the merits of eating less or fasting for forty days of meditation (chilla), and the virtues of offering rich platters of food to guests. These included tahiri, qorma and firni. And, if nothing was immediately available, at least a glass of water was to be served on arrival. Feeding visitors was explained in simple terms: guests not offered anything to eat will feel like they have visited a graveyard where the persons buried cannot offer anything to eat.




2

[image: ]
KINDER FACE OF ISLAM

Ba ‘ashiqan nashin o gham-i ‘ashiqi guzin

Ba har ke nist ‘ashiq kam shau ba u qarin

Embrace love’s longing in the company of lovers

Avoid those who do not understand the language of love.

– Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya, quoted in Fawa’id-ul-Fu’ad

Sufism presents a kinder face of Islam. Its central tenets focus on love for God and service to humanity – ideas and practices followed by Prophet Muhammad. These facets of Islam are often overlooked or ignored, especially in today’s times when certain narratives about Islam overshadow the rest. There is a lot of ignorance about all these, which need to be corrected with some emphasis, especially in our post-truth era. It is important that well-researched works by serious historians and other responsible scholars are brought to the fore rather than letting propaganda shape history. Invoking Sufism in this context will help.

It is not difficult to explain the essence of Sufism. It is about love for God and respect for all His creations, rising above all the distinctions of castes, creeds, gender, etc. In this worldview, even animals and plants are to be respected as marvellous creations of God. Sufism calls for complete and ecstatic devotion to God, yet service to humanity is considered the best form of worship in most Sufi traditions. Worldliness and materialism are disapproved, and withdrawal from lust and desire is recommended. Since Sufism is about love and devotion, it is also about matters of the heart, which need to be cultivated for a person to become an evolved human being. This is achieved through prayers, vigils, fasting and chanting recommended formulae. Such a heart also longs for poetry and music to remember God. Music and dance thus become an important part of Sufi practice, making it a vibrant spiritual movement across geography and history.

Though the Sufis would often face opposition from the ulama, and their political masters – the rulers, medieval sultans – all three parties respected each other’s presence, power and authority. Sufism and the Bhakti movement both recommended ambiguity in matters where clear boundaries could not be drawn and believed that strict opposition would result in violent conflicts. An invocation to peaceful coexistence was considered the favourable way forward.

Sufism has historically spread to all parts of the known world. Wherever the Sufis went, they embedded themselves in local customs and practices. They played important social and cultural roles in shaping and transforming society with their message of universal brotherhood, egalitarianism, tolerance and respect for difference. The focus of the research of this writer has been on the significant presence of charismatic Sufi masters of mainly the Chishti tradition through the medieval and early modern eras. Later custodians of this tradition have continued to show that the mazars and dargahs of Sufis remain relevant in modern times. A large majority of Muslims in India follow peace-loving Sufi-oriented Islam, and at the same time, a large majority of visitors to Sufi shrines are non-Muslims! It is about transcending politically controlled religious boundary markers, which Sufis also defied.

There are many Sufi orders, spiritual lineages or silsilas, of which Chishtis, Qadiris, Suhrawardis and Naqshbandis, and their sub-branches such as Firdausis, Shattaris and Mujaddidis are especially well known in India and abroad. These primarily came to the subcontinent from the Middle East, Iraq, Iran and Central Asia through the medieval period. In the last couple of centuries, Indian Sufism has travelled worldwide to spread in parts of Africa, Europe and North America. Various strands of Indian or south Asian Islam – with all their diversities and intellectual and cultural excellence – have represented Islam worldwide as flag-bearers and examples of what it means to be Muslim. At the same time, Sufi traditions acquired deeper roots in large parts of the subcontinent.

There are many records and several studies relating to Sufism in central and southern India. In fact, in current research, some of the finest works on Sufism in India are about the Sufi traditions and practices in the Deccan region since the fourteenth century, at least. Scholars such as Richard Eaton, Carl Ernst, Nile Green and Scott Kugle have published significant new research on various important dimensions, both mystical and social, related to the vibrant Sufi traditions located at historic centres such as Aurangabad, Khuldabad, Bijapur and Gulbarga. Burhanpur was also a major Sufi centre since the arrival of Islam and Sufis in those parts in the thirteenth century. Similarly, Kerala and Tamil Nadu have a long tradition of Sufi-centric popular religiosities, associated especially with invocations to Abdul Qadir Jilani Ghaus-i Azam Pak, who is considered the father of all Sufis. The origins of Sufism in South India can be traced back to its contact with the medieval Arab world, though some strands of north Indian Sufism also travelled southwards through the medieval period. Along with these, Punjab in the west and Bengal in the east complete the sacred geography of Sufism in the subcontinent. Islam in what is now Bangladesh is simply unimaginable without its introduction to Sufism through charismatic figures such as Shah Jalal Mujarrad of Sylhet and a host of other Sufi masters settling down around the thirteenth century, if not earlier.

As mentioned earlier, Sufism advocates for peaceful coexistence. This is especially important in our troubled times when narrowly defined religious boundaries and aggressive religious politics are creating a serious humanitarian crisis. Politicians and extremist groups who thrive on violence are creating fault lines between communities and pitting them against one another in the name of religion and community. The Sufi message of peace among all offers an alternative for hope. Sajjadanashins (spiritual successors of Sufi saints) and spiritual leaders of Sufi shrines are keeping the traditions of Sufi teachings alive. They have kept the gates of shrines open to visitors and followers, including women, non-Muslims and the poor, besides thugs, criminals and ministers, who also seek blessings and benediction, offering flowers and ritual Sufic chaadars, especially on the Urs of saints.

Sufism has managed to remain a popular
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