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Dedicated to Hazrat Amir Khusrau, whose poetry introduced me to the meaning of Divine Love


Khusrau darya prem ka –

Ulti wa ki dhaar;

Jo utra so doob gaya,

Jo dooba so paar.

[O Khusrau, the river of love

Flows in strange directions.

The one who jumps in, drowns;

And the one who drowns, crosses it.]

– Hazrat Amir Khusrau
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Preface

Bismillah ar-Rahman i-Rahim

(In the name of God, the most Gracious and the most Merciful)

This book is the result of a lifelong practice of Islam, and a decade-old journey into its Sufi traditions. It is the outcome of a personal and academic search of people’s experiences of divinity in Sufi practices, focusing on its entire corpus of thought and discursive traditions, meditative and ritual practices, ethics of love and compassion, devotional poetry, music, art, and architecture.

Sufism is a vast ocean of mystical thought, doctrines, literature and poetry, and a legacy of its saints. The Arabic word tasawwuf means devoting oneself to the contemplation (of Allah)1 but it is generally used today in the sense of ‘a verbal noun meaning the act or process of becoming a Sufi’.2 It is from this term that the word Sufism is derived.3 The ‘ism’ in Sufism does not make it a system or philosophy. Instead, like tasawwuf, it is the act of following a mystical path, and a quest for ethical and moral perfection as one tries to realize Allah in one’s self. It was always a part of Islam, though the term only gained currency around a century after the death of the Prophet (PBUH). It was at this time that an increasing number of Muslims came to feel that an entirely rational or intellectual relationship with what they considered God’s revelation was inadequate; it needed to be supplemented by an experiential relationship, especially the sources of that revelation and the shifting body of hadiths. This emphasis on experience over intellect was the ethical and psychological beginning of Sufism.

There has been a recent resurgence in popular interest in Sufism in India. Indeed, many Sufi orders (silsilahs) are flourishing now. While not everyone can follow the intellectual and spiritual rigour that becoming a Sufi requires, thousands visit dargahs every day, seeking succour and peace, healing and care, love and compassion. I am one of them.

I have scratched just the surface of this great tradition, and my writing may reflect this, but the journey has enriched me as a person. Although I am not a Sufi, I am privileged for having got a small glimpse into the world of Sufism, and for being enriched by it.

While researching for this book, I conducted field visits to many dargahs across India, had conversations with devotees, descendants of the saints who run the shrines, and religious experts; and I have drawn from this experience. I focus on the changing character of the dargahs, and the crucial role saints play as waseela (intermediaries). The saints, who even after death continue to thrive in the shrine, are the link between the devotees and God.

Although traditionally India has been home to Sufism, of late a few detractors have appeared here too. And that’s not all. The term ‘Sufi’ is bandied about casually as a kind of cool cult that showcases the secular spirit of Islam; or worse, it is seen as something that is outside Islam. There is even a longstanding trend in the early studies of Sufism where it has been differentiated from Islam. This book is an attempt to show that Sufism is, in fact, firmly rooted in Islam. I try to do this by describing it in its historical context and as a rigorous meditative discipline, highlighting every aspect of the tradition.

In addition to these attempts to delink Sufism from Islam and portray it as a different stream of thought, we see it being attacked both within and outside Islam. It is often critiqued as shirk (attributing a co-partner to God) or bidat (innovation), or even an internal threat to Islam. To discredit Sufism, such critiques often emphasize superstition, grave worship, music, and the fleecing of credulous believers by some shrine attendants.

These attempts began in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when Orientalists, with access to only limited literature regarding the subject, wrote of Sufism as outside Islam on account of the latter’s ‘essential characteristic of harsh legalism’. Sufism, on the other hand, was considered to be ‘indifferent to matters of religious law’.4

The inherent secular nature of dargahs is a tradition inherited from the Sufi saints themselves, and visitors of all faiths flock to these dargahs. Of late, in India, there has been a campaign to discourage these visits by portraying saints as violent men who forcibly converted the Hindu masses. I have seen a few of such WhatsApp messages being circulated.

Today, despite having limited or no meaningful engagement with the religion and fuelled merely by news coverage of fanatical factions and Islamist militia, many see Islam purely as regressive and fundamentalist. Muslims are made out to be ‘fanatical, violent, and those who lack tolerance’.5 For people who defame the religion, the beauty of the Prophet’s ihsan (doing all things beautiful) and akhlaq (exemplary character traits), his emphasis on beautiful deeds and conduct, and the jawan-mardi (chivalry) of Ali ibn Abi Talib are all alien to Islam. And according to them, the Sufi sheikhs’ service to humanity, and the universality and spirituality of poets like Mevlana Rumi steeped in the Sufi tradition, can’t be a part of Islam.

This book brings to light stories of how ihsan and akhlaq were practised by the Prophet and emulated by the Sufi saints, and of the belief and faith of the local populace in the saints, and later their shrines. It foregrounds the role of the Sufis in fostering a composite culture in India. If ‘the presence of Sufis was the main factor in the conversion of large sections of the [Indian] population to Islam’,6 it is essential to know more about their practices.

Since my journey started in Delhi, which is called the baees khwaja ki chaukhat or ‘the threshold of 22 saints,’ I, of course, visited the shrines of these 22 saints. But I didn’t stop with that. I have now made trips to every important shrine in Delhi. In a land where there are patron saints in every locality, where locals go and offer flowers and burn incense sticks and candles every Thursday, it is difficult to keep count, but I must have visited around fifty major shrines in Delhi while writing about the monuments of the city for my trilogy on the subject published by HarperCollins India. When I started researching for this book, I began travelling to other parts of India too. As I was describing the living histories of Sufism, it was important for me to visit the shrines and endeavour to get a personal sense of the place, locating its importance in the lives of the devotees and visitors. My attempt, for whatever it is worth, is to describe people’s histories of Sufism, instead of the ‘formal’ history on which there are already many books written.

My travels took me to Pandua and Kolkata in West Bengal, which is one of the important centres of medieval Sufism; the major shrines in Srinagar and Charar-e-Sharif in Kashmir; the shrines in Thanesar, Hansi, Bhatinda, Sirhind, and Malerkotla in Punjab and Haryana; the dargahs of Uttar Pradesh in Makanpur, Ayodhya, Dewa Sharif, Kakori, Lucknow, Bareilly, and Agra; Sarkhej Roza, Ahmedabad, and Pirana in Gujarat; the shrines in Bijapur, Gulbarga, and Hampi in Karnataka; the shrines in Burhanpur and Raisen in Madhya Pradesh; Khuldabad, Aurangabad, Pune, and Mumbai in Maharashtra; the shrine in Ajmer, Rajasthan; and the shrines of Hyderabad in present-day Telangana. These places and their shrines are described in this book. For the shrines in Odisha, Assam, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu, I rely on first-hand accounts of devotees and visitors because I could not visit due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The scope of my book is ambitious as I have tried to present multiple facets that are important for the devotees and visitors – including an introduction to Sufism, its advent and spread in India, the major silsilahs, existing practices, music, poetry, and art. I present an interpretative study of the histories and contemporary cultures of Sufi practices in India, based on academic research, ethnographic observations, local and oral histories, and my personal experiences. In dargahs, a lot of the histories are oral and have been passed down through the generations. Those who retell it, and the devotees who gather to hear it, believe them to be true. The sceptics would stay away from these sacred spaces in any case.

The book is divided into three sections. The first, entitled ‘Islam and Sufism’, introduces readers to Islam, Sufism, and the Prophet and his family as the source of mystical practices. Every member of the Prophet’s family was said to be endowed with esoteric wisdom. The Ahl al-Bait, or the Household of the Prophet, therefore, holds an important place in Sufi traditions. Any discussion revolving around the roots of Sufism would be incomplete without a discussion on the Ahl al-Bait. Key concepts and fundamentals of the Sufi path are introduced and explained for the lay reader.

The next section, ‘Saints and Silsilahs’, explores the advent of Sufism into India, how it spread, the need for and the concept of Sufi orders, and the major Sufi silsilahs, while also offering an overview of the important saints.

The third section of the book, ‘Shrines and Devotees’, presents shrines as places of devotional worship and healing, highlighting social relations, gender, and people’s theological and historical experiences. It also offers a description of the popular dargahs of India.

Based on my visits, it became apparent to me that the major blessing said to be attached to a dargah today is the power of the saint’s body to grant boons and remove the effects of the evil eye and possessions. I discuss this theme in the book, with a view to understanding who and what jinn are, how they are related to mental health, and why devotees think that coming to a dargah is more beneficial than visiting a doctor or a mental health professional. Chapter 16 in particular explores the visits of those said to be ‘possessed’ and dispossessed with historical and contemporary context.

The saint often becomes an integral part of the devotees’ lives, and the saint’s anniversaries as well as every festival are important events for the people. I describe this aspect of their faith practice in Chapter 17. In Chapters 18, I look at how mystical poetry and music can be transformative and uniquely universal. There is something for everyone, whether they are initiated into the path of Sufism or not.

The last chapter is on women devotees, who in most dargahs are separated from the shrine by a screen. This chapter is devoted to the important women Sufis. In it, I examine the contribution of women and consider why women are denied their due place in the scheme of things. It is not meant to hurt anyone’s feelings or challenge the status quo, but to understand why it has happened and perhaps start a discussion on it.

A note on the spellings and terms: I have used the Quranic spellings for the names of prophets and angels, specifying their biblical equivalent in the instance of first use.

Sufi saints have been variously referred to as ‘sheikh’, ‘khwaja’ and ‘hazrat’. The word ‘sheikh’ literally means a man of authority, prelate, prior, abbot, superior of the dervishes or Muhammadan monks,7 while a ‘khwaja’ refers to a venerable old man, a man of distinction and a master. ‘Hazrat’ translates as ‘Presence, dignity, majesty, dominion, and power; it is an epithet that is often joined with the names of the Deity’, and is also a title by which kings and great men are addressed.8 It is used only for those saints with an exalted status and a spiritual dominion. I have used ‘khwaja’ in the book as per the usage in Sufi texts and hagiography. According to Professor Raziuddin Aquil, ‘Shaikh [spelt Sheikh in this book] is an Arabic term, meaning descendants of the companions of the Prophet, so perhaps lower in rank [than ‘khwaja’]. The title Khwaja was used for Syeds or direct descendants of the Prophet, while non-Syeds were Shaikhs, mashaikh, though sometimes such categorizations may not hold true.’9 The word ‘hazrat’ is now often used while addressing any respected personage.

We have always referred to the Prophet as Rasool-e-Khuda, Allah’s messenger or Huzur. The words affixed to his name are Sallallahu alaihi wasallam, meaning, ‘May Allah’s peace and blessings be upon him’, often abbreviated as PBUH or ‘peace be upon him’. For ease of reading, I have not added this in the book but have written his name with reverence and a prayer, and with these words in my heart. I request those reading it to also say it in their hearts.

Since childhood I have heard and used the word ‘hazrat’ for Ali ibn Abi Talib and I have used it in the book wherever I have addressed him simply as Ali. It is also used for Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya, as he was the ‘Mehboob-e-Ilahi’ or ‘beloved of God’. All translations of the Holy Quran are from Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s magisterial work The Holy Quran, as that is a universally accepted translation, and word meanings are from Platts online dictionary.

Ultimately, I would like to apologize for any mistakes or failings in my understanding. As the popular saying goes: Darog bar gardan e-ravi (All mistakes lie on the neck of the narrator).


ISLAM AND SUFISM


1

Sufism: An Introduction

Moko kahan dhoondhe re bande?

Main to tere paas mein.

(Where do you search for me?

I am within you.)

– Kabir

It is a Thursday evening and the dargah of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya in Delhi beckons. I am not the only one negotiating the narrow lanes full of vendors selling roses, incense, and chaddars – all the regular purchases of devotees. The faithful serve them as offerings to cover the shrine on this particular day of the week. In Islam, Thursday evenings are believed to be blessed with a bright night,1 when Allah’s rahmat or Mercy is said to flow.

Dargahs are a natural magnet for devotees and mystics seeking barakat (divine blessings) as the shrines inside are said to be sanctified by His neamat (divine grace). Devotees especially flock to the one I am visiting. After all, it houses the shrine of Mehboob-e-Ilahi (beloved of God).

As I walk barefoot on the cold stone, I think of those who walked here centuries before me. Devotees of yore were disciples, seekers of knowledge, and saliks (travellers) on the road to the truth. Are those walking beside me also searching for the same things, or has the quest changed over the years? I wonder.

I can hear strains of qawwalis being sung. The same tunes were sung, historically, in sama mehfils (musical assemblies) that connected a lover to the beloved Divine through a mystical experience resulting in spiritual exaltation.

The heavy smell of incense mingled with rose petals beguiles the senses, and crowds of devotees are supplicating in various postures, praying, or simply listening to the qawwals. As I enter the shrine, I am greeted by the words being sung by these qawwals in the courtyard of the dargah:

Aaj rang hai, Maa, rang hai ri

Moray mehboob kay ghar rang hai ri

[There is a glow everywhere, O mother, a bright glow;

There is a glow in my beloved’s house.]

This verse written by Amir Khusrau refers to the glow emanating from Allah that is reflected in his beloved Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya’s face, for he is Mehboob-e-Ilahi and Allah is pleased with him. The verses were composed by the poet at a very young age after his first meeting with the saint. Simply called rang (meaning colour or glow), they capture his rapturous emotions on finding a pir (spiritual mentor).

The singing overwhelms and encompasses me, and I sit down to hear the qawwals and savour the sense of continuity with the past. The timeless verses speak to everyone, each according to their sensibility and sensitivity. I am reminded of an ancient Indian parable where a group of blind men encounter an elephant for the first time. Through their touch, each of them perceives and describes the same animal differently. Sufism is like that elephant – it reveals its meanings to each seeker in a form that they can understand.

Sufism has developed over many centuries, starting with the Prophet himself in the seventh century, and has adapted to the local customs and traditions of each country in which it has flourished. It, therefore, has many faces, and those who come in contact with it experience different aspects of it, depending on their understanding. For some, especially the uninitiated, Sufism is defined by its music or the literature, while for others by visiting the shrines. But those who have taken the oath know that it is much more than all of these things.

With its mystical and esoteric connotations, Sufism has long fascinated people across borders and generations. But what exactly is it? And who is a Sufi?

Broadly, Sufism is a way of life and worship – a stream of interpretation emphasizing the interior path of mystical love and knowledge of God. But before we dive into its depths, it is important to understand that Sufism is neither a sect of Islam, nor is it different from the religion. While mystical impulses and a spiritual essence is present in all major religions, the concept of tasawwuf, the Arabic term from which the word Sufism is derived and is used interchangeably with, is rooted in Islam.

Thus, we must first understand Islam, for that is where the origins of Sufism lie.
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‘Allah is Great. I bear witness that there is no god but Allah. I bear witness that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah; hurry to prayer, hurry to success.’ The sound of the azaan calling the faithful to prayer with these words can be heard in most cities of the world.2 Islam is the youngest Abrahamic religion, following in the tradition of the two earlier monotheistic religions – Judaism and Christianity – which claim Prophet Abraham as their common forefather. Today, it is the second largest religion in the world, but it started with a divine revelation and two followers.3

The first teachings of Islam were revealed to Prophet Muhammad (570–632), on a night in the holy month of Ramzan in 610, when he was in seclusion in the cave of Hira, the mountain of Al-Noor. Seyyid Hossein Nasr in his book on the Quran explains:

According to the Prophet’s wife ʿĀʾishah, ‘The first thing that began happening with the Messenger of God from the revelation were dreams he would see in his sleep that would come true. He would not see any dream except that it would come to be, like the break of day in the morning. Then seclusion became beloved to him. So he used to go to the cave of Ḥirāʾ and devote himself to worship there for a number of nights, and would bring provisions. Then he would return to [his first wife] Khadījah and replenish his provisions for a similar number of nights. This continued until the revelation suddenly came to him while he was in the cave of Ḥirāʾ.’4

On this Night of Power, as it is called, the angel Jibraeel (known as Gabriel in the Bible) is said to have appeared before him in all his glory and, with a voice like thunder, commanded him:

Proclaim (or Read)! In the name of thy Lord and Cherisher, Who created –

Created man, out of a (mere) clot of congealed blood:

Proclaim! And thy Lord is Most Bountiful –

He Who taught (the use of) the pen –

Taught man that which he knew not. (Quran 96:1–5)5

In this verse of the Quran, which is a part of the Surah al-Alaq, Jibraeel is seen instructing Muhammad to share Allah’s message with humans, whom He had created from an alaq6 which literally means something that is attached and hanging to something, and is translated as a ‘congealed clot of blood’ or a ‘blood clot’. It refers to the ‘early stage of the embryo’.7 Muhammad was to proclaim that God was great and bountiful, for He had given humans the power to gain knowledge of new things every day.

The archangel also declared that there was only one god – Allah – and that Muhammad was His prophet. The revelations in the cave of Hira disturbed Muhammad, who had no idea whether he was hallucinating or had become insane. He ran to his wife Khadija, trembling with fear, and said, ‘Cover me… Cover me.’8

Khadija supported him during this period. She assured him that Allah would never disgrace a man as pious as him, and that he was neither delusional nor hallucinating. This was endorsed by Khadija’s christian cousin Waraqah ibn Nawfal who identified Jibraeel saying, ‘This is “Namus” (i.e., the angel entrusted with Divine Secrets) that Allah sent to Moses.’9

The revelations were not repeated for a while – some say not for a few days, some say six months, and others claim it wasn’t heard of again for years. Muhammad was in the throes of despair. What had happened in the cave? Was it indeed a divine encounter or simply his hallucination? And what did it mean? What did God want of him? he wondered. This was a period of disquiet, and it left him thinking that he was possessed.10

He returned again and again to the mountains, searching for answers, and was sometimes tempted to leap off the cliff. But each time he came close, he would hear a voice that said, ‘O Muhammad! You are the apostle of Allah, and I am Jibraeel.’

Once, as he raised his head towards heaven to see who was speaking, he saw Jibraeel in the form of a man with his feet astride the horizon. According to his biographer Ibn Ishaq, Muhammad would say of this episode: ‘I stood gazing at him, moving neither forward nor backward, then I began to turn my face away from him, but towards whatever region of the sky I looked, I saw him as before.’11

Every time he heard Jibraeel’s words his heart would become calm, and he would return home, quietened.12

The complete Quran was revealed to the Prophet over a period of 23 years; sometimes, only a verse and at others, a whole chapter. Revelations came to him on different occasions – always when he could least predict it – while travelling, resting and even during a battle.

The first person to profess the faith, after Muhammad proclaimed his mission as a Prophet and messenger of Islam, was a woman – Khadija, Muhammad’s wife. The second, a 10-year-old boy, was Muhammad’s cousin and constant companion Hazrat Ali. Khadija and Ali were the first to read the kalimah or declaration of faith – ‘La Ilaha illallah Muhammadur Rasulullah’,13 which means, ‘I bear witness that there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is His Prophet.’ The kalimah is now an integral part of the life of a Muslim. It is taught to every child born into the religion as soon as they learn to speak. I was so young that I don’t remember when I was taught this. But ever since I can remember, I have recited it as soon as I wake up.

While the kalimah is something that is supposed to be on every Muslim’s lips, and in their hearts, understanding what these words mean, beyond the obvious, can take time. It depends on how deep one plunges into its fathomless waters – some take years, and for some even a lifetime may not be enough.

With the recitation of the kalimah, Muslims assert the Oneness of Allah as explained in Surah Ikhlas (Surah 112). It professes the cluster of ideas that form the crux of Islam – that there is only one God, Allah, and that He is eternal and absolute, has no partners, neither did He beget anyone and nor was He begotten, and there is none like Him. Islam isn’t just the acceptance of one God and all His manifold attributes and manifestations. It is accepting that all His followers are one people, united in their rise above divisions of tribe, clans, class, and race in order to submit to His will. In fact, the Arabic word ‘Muslim’ means submitting to God.

In order that we may begin to understand Allah, He describes Himself through the attributes listed in the Quran. There are 99 attributes of God mentioned in it; each one of them is a human characteristic, but Allah is much more than the sum of all, and His attributes are infinite. William Chittick explains:

There is but a single Being, yet the names represent a multiplicity of faces that Being assumes in relation to the created things. The Essence Itself, or Being considered without the names, is what Ibn al-’Arabi sometimes calls the Unity of the One (aḥadiyyat al-ahad) in contrast to Being considered as possessor of the names, which is the Unity of Manyness (aḥdiyyatal-kathra).14

We only know as much as He chose to reveal, and what we know does not even begin to encompass His reality or the oneness of His manyness.

It was only three years after the first revelation of the Quran that Muhammad proclaimed its message to the people of Mecca. There had been many prophets before Muhammad, with Aadam (or Adam as he is known in the Bible) being the first. In fact, prior to the announcement of Muhammad’s prophethood, no place on earth had been without a prophet at any point. Muhammad, however, is believed to be the last prophet of God as well as his messenger (rasul), because he brought the message of the divinely revealed book to the people.

In those early years, the word ‘islam’ was not used to refer to religion. As Carl Ernst writes:

The Arabic term islam itself was of relatively minor importance in classical theologies based on the Qur’an; it literally means submission to God, and it denotes the minimal external forms of compliance with religious duty. If one looks at the works of theologians such as the famous Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (1058–1111 CE), the key term of religious identity is not islam but iman, or faith, and the one who possesses it is the mu’min or believer.’15

He further adds that historically the term was introduced into European languages by Orientalists like Edward Lane in the early nineteenth century ‘as an explicit analogy with the modern Christian concept of religion’.16

The ‘religion’ Muhammad proclaimed was simple and based on the idea of the oneness of God (that is, ‘tauheed’or ‘monotheism’) and universal brotherhood. The Quran revealed to him mentioned five important pillars of the religion: tauheed or monotheism; salah, called namaz in the Persianate world, or the ritual prayers performed five times a day; sawm called roza in the Persianate world or the fasting in the prescribed month of Ramzan; zakat or charity; and hajj or the pilgrimage to the house of God in Mecca, known as the Kaaba.
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As he preached monotheism, the Prophet and his followers faced resistance and hostility in Mecca. Meccans then were essentially polytheists. His denouncement of their multiple idols and gods, and his criticism of the greed of local merchants – which he termed immoral – resulted in the hostility of the powerful Meccan clans. The Prophet was somewhat protected as long as his uncle Abi Talib, the head of the Hashim clan, was alive. But afterwards, when Abu Lahab took charge, the persecution increased. Waraqah ibn Nawfal had already predicted this when Khadija had gone to seek his advice after the first revelation, ‘Thou wilt be called a liar, and they will use thee despitefully and cast thee out and fight against thee.’17

The persecution escalated to such an extent that, in 622, the Prophet and his followers had to migrate to Yathrib (now famous as Medina) to escape. The Islamic calendar, based on the lunar calculations, starts from the year of this migration.

The Prophet made his way out of Mecca secretly one night, while his cousin Hazrat Ali covered himself with his green mantle and slept in his bed in order to deceive the enemies. Hazrat Ali was also tasked with returning the valuables that the people of Mecca had left with the Prophet for safekeeping.

Accompanied by Abu Bakr, the Prophet reached Yathrib. Hazrat Ali would join him later with his mother Fatima bint Asad, the Prophet’s daughter who was also called Fatima, and other ladies of the family.

Meanwhile, the journey to Yathrib took 10 days, including the time spent hiding in a cave while the men of the Quraysh hunted for them. There is a famous story from the time he spent hiding, which finds mention in the Quran (9:40).18 It is said that a spider in the cave wove a web at the mouth of the cave, and two doves laid eggs in front of it, so that the hunters would be misled into thinking no one had entered it.

Yathrib welcomed the Prophet with open arms, and the city became Madinat-al-Rasul (the City of the Prophet). Since then, it has become famous as Medina. The foundation of the first mosque, known as Masjid-e-Quba, was laid here, as were the foundations of a just and egalitarian society governed by the rules of Islam.

Verse 72 of Surah Anfal in the Quran refers to a system of mu’ākhāh or brothering created by the Prophet shortly after the migration. It reads, ‘In this “brotherhood” system, he assigned each Makkan migrant a role as a “brother” to one of the native Ansar [newly-converted Muslims of Yathrib].’ In turn, it was Hazrat Ali whom the Prophet always saw as his own ‘brother’ and his most loyal and trustworthy companion. ‘Ali is to me as Aaron was to Moses, except there will be no prophet after me,’ he said.19

In addition, a constitution was drawn up to establish peace in Medina. Under it, all parties covered – the migrant Muslims (muhajirs), people of the book (Jews and Christians), important tribes of Yathrib and the Ansars – were given freedom of religious beliefs and practice.

It [the Constitution] called for inclusiveness and transparency during negotiations with any outside forces as guiding principles of this alliance. It was all very empowering. All signatories to this arrangement were declared to be part of an Ummah, a term denoting community, or nation, and Medina itself was declared a sacred place where spilling the blood of any of the members of this alliance was forbidden.20

The final authority for mediation amongst the various members was the Prophet himself.

Prayers were established, and the community was flourishing in the peaceful surroundings. The Masjid-e-Nabawi was built in the vicinity of the Prophet’s house. After Hazrat Ali’s marriage to the Prophet’s daughter, Fatima, the couple came to live next door to him.

In 624, the famous Battle of Badr was fought in which the Muslims defeated the Meccans led by Abu Jahl, one of the Prophet’s main detractors in Mecca. This strengthened the Prophet’s position. Later, the battles of Uhud and Khandaq were also fought in Medina. They exemplified the Prophet’s keen military sense, bravery, courage, and above all his humaneness in dealing with the enemy.

In 628, the Prophet dreamt that he was circumambulating the Kaaba, taking that as a command from God to perform an umrah (minor pilgrimage);21 he led a group of 1,400 unarmed Muslims dressed in ihram (the unstitched dress worn by male pilgrims) and camped outside Mecca at Hudabiyyah. The pilgrimage was opposed by the Quraysh. Eventually, the Treaty of Hudabiyyah was signed between the Prophet and the Quraysh, under which a 10-year ‘no-war’ pact gave the Muslims the right to go on a pilgrimage. It has been said of this that:

No previous victory in Islam was greater than this. There was nothing but battle when men met; but when there was an armistice and war was abolished and men met in safety and consulted together none talked about Islam intelligently without entering it. In those two years double as many or more than double as many entered Islam as ever before.22

During this period, the Muslims consolidated their position in Medina too. The famous battle of Khaybar was fought a few months after this treaty between the Muslims and the Jews of Khaybar, who had allied with the Quraysh of Mecca. After a 40-day siege, Hazrat Ali smashed open the door of the fort in which the Jews had barricaded themselves. The Jews were defeated and allowed to live peacefully in return for payment of a tax.

In 629, the Prophet thus led 2,600 men for the umrah. Despite the preceding conflict, their spiritual activities were appreciated by the Meccans.

As per the agreement that had been reached earlier, the Prophet had left in three days but in the following year led a second umrah, which was longer and even more impressive. This time around, 10,000 of his men accompanied him. The size of the pilgrimage party ensured that the Quraysh, who had planned to stop them, abided by the peace treaty. The Prophet’s patience, kindness, and piety won the day.

The Kaaba had been a house of worship in pre-Islamic Arabia and had idols kept inside which were worshipped. Since Islam forbade idolatry, on this second visit, the Prophet and Hazrat Ali cleared the Kaaba of idols, breaking them. Mecca had been captured, and the Quraysh were disarmed. Many of them accepted Islam.

When the rest of the Arabs saw that the Quraysh who had declared war on the Prophet and opposed him were now subdued, and Mecca was now subject to his authority, ‘they entered into God’s religion “in batches”, as God said, coming to Him from all directions’.23

Foreign delegations thus started coming to Medina to find out what was happening there and to meet the Prophet, and deputations to spread the message of Islam were sent to other countries. ‘The year 630–31 is known in Islamic historiography as sanat al-wufud, the year of delegations or deputations. Two of the most important leaders contacted were Heraclius, the Byzantine emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, and Khusrow Parviz, the King of Persia.’24

The monks of the monastery of St. Catherine in the valley of Sinai too came to meet the Prophet, leading to the signing of a covenant between them. That religious tolerance and peace-building with various communities were uppermost in the Prophet’s mind can be seen in the words of the covenant:

If a monk or pilgrim seeks protection, in mountain or valley, in a cave or in tilled fields, in the plain, in the desert, or in a church, I am behind them, defending them from every enemy… Moreover, no building from among their churches shall be destroyed, nor shall the money from their churches be used for the building of mosques or houses for the Muslims. Neither poll-tax nor fees shall be laid on monks, bishops or worshippers for I protect them… If a Christian woman enters a Muslim household [through marriage], she shall be given opportunity to pray in her church.25

The Prophet had performed three umrahs by 632 when, just before his passing away later that year, he performed his fourth along with his only Hajj (known as the Farewell Hajj). There, he once again laid down rules to be followed saying, ‘Wrong not, and you shall not be wronged.’ On his return to Mecca, he stopped at Ghadir and made the announcement about Hazrat Ali being the ‘maula’ of all those who accepted him. (This is discussed at greater length later in this book.)
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When the Prophet passed away, he was succeeded – as the temporal and religious authority – by four caliphs known as the Rashidun or the rightly guided ones: Abu Bakr (r. 632–634), Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 634–644), Uthman ibn Affan (r. 644–656), and Ali ibn Abi Talib (r. 656–661). Hasan ibn Ali, the son of the fourth caliph, abdicated his claim to the caliphate after a series of letters with Muawiya I, the then governor of Syria.

In them [the letters], he recognized Hasan’s spiritual right to the caliphate but argued that he, Muawiya, was better suited to the task. He was the older man, he said, the more seasoned and the more worldly-wise in an uncertain world. He was the one capable of ensuring secure borders, of repressing Rejectionist terrorism and assuring the safety and integrity of the empire. Much as he admired Hasan’s scholarship and piety, much as he honoured him as the grandson of the Prophet, the times called for a strong leader – a man of experience and action, not a man of intellect.26

Like his father before him who did not push his claim to be the first caliph, Hasan agreed for he did not want bloodshed as the unity of the ummah was more important. For him too, it was important that he strive in the way of ‘the supremacy of the greater jihad – the lifelong struggle within oneself to become the ideal Muslim – over the lesser jihad, or armed struggle.’ He believed, ‘If the Kufans counted it shameful to turn away from war, […] then “shame is better than hellfire.”’ And so he pledged to not seek not war with Muawiya ‘but an honourable peace, and a general amnesty for all past bloodshed.’27

Muawiya in turn promised to name Hasan as his successor on his death. After this, Hasan retired to Medina, where he was allegedly poisoned later, in 669–70.

In the meantime, Muawiya I thus became the next caliph, leading to the rise of the Umayyad Caliphate (661–750).28 On his deathbed, he went back on his word and named his son Yazid as his successor. That’s when Ali ibn Talib’s other son, Hussain, refused to take an oath of allegiance with Yazid, and the Battle of Karbala began.

The schism in Islam which had started during Ali’s life now deepened with the establishment of two sects: the Shias (refers to partisans of the house of Ali ibn Abi Talib) and the Sunnis (whose name was derived from the phrase ‘Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jamaaah’, which means ‘those who follow the [prophetic] traditions and the [official/orthodox] consensus.’)29

It was after the death of Ali ibn Abi Talib that the egalitarian beliefs on which Islam was based were converted to a hereditary monarchy, with the establishment of the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates.

Sectarian controversies began to play an important role in Islam under the Umayyads, and the essence of spirituality and mysticism as taught by the Prophet was lost in this expansionist phase. The Umayyad Caliphate was eventually overthrown by the Abbasids (750–1258).

The Shias rejected the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs and followed their own chain of leaders known as ‘imams’ (guides), who were the direct descendants of the Prophet. They are called the twelvers or ashnaashriah (believers in the divinely ordained twelve imams). Ali was the first imam. According to Shia belief, the twelfth imam is in occultation and will appear before the Day of Judgment. Along with the Prophet and his daughter Fatima, these imams are known as the fourteen Infallibles or chahrdah masomeen under the principle of ismah, which means protection and refers to the concept of incorruptible innocence, immunity from sin, or moral infallibility. Infallibility is defined as ‘a spiritual grace (lutf) of Allah to a person which enables him to abstain from sins by his own free will.’30

According to Islamic belief, Muhammad was the last prophet, but he laid down laws for the guidance of his followers for all time. The areas of life that the Quran or hadiths are silent about are covered by Islamic jurisprudence. Learned and pious religious leaders of Islam interpreted these laws and advised lay Muslims on the principles of right and wrong.

The seventh century onwards, several attempts were made to codify the Islamic law or jurisprudence. Five major schools of jurisprudence called madhabs/mazhabs were established within fiqh (Islamic religious law), which collected and organized in one place the teachings of various great Islamic scholars according to their beliefs. Amongst the Sunnis, there were four schools: the Hanafi school founded by Abu Hanifa (699–767), the Maliki school of Malik bin Anas (711–795), the Al-Shafi school whose pioneer was Al-Shafi (767–820), and the Hanbali school founded by Ahmad bin Hanbal (720–855). Jafriya, the Shia school of jurisprudence, was founded by Imam Jafar al-Sadiq (700/2–765). Though these schools are based on the Quran and sunnah (traditions and practices of the Islamic prophet, Muhammad, that constitute a model for Muslims to follow), legal differences emerged between them according to their interpretation.

The esoteric teachings of the Quran and hadiths were lost, and with firming of laws and punishments, Allah’s wrath took precedence over His rahmat in this phase. The simplicity and brotherhood that had been emphasized by Prophet Muhammad were forgotten in these power struggles and intrigues, leaving the newly converted Muslims in a flux.

Some Muslims, though, sought to go back to the basics of Islam, and it was in this void that a set of ascetic and renunciative practices rose and began to flourish. The emphasis was on a direct relationship with God, and tools such as zikr or remembrance of God were used to concentrate on His essence and purify the soul of materialism. It was from these that tasawwuf, from which the name Sufism was derived, emerged.

Sufi saints with their esoteric knowledge (ilm-e-batin) made the journey from the exoteric to the esoteric possible for the lay persons through their teachings, highlighting Allah as rahim (merciful) and rahman (benevolent).

Hassan Abbas, author of an acclaimed biography on Ali writes,

Even in [the] modern era (the last 50 to 100 years), Sufism is seen as apolitical or perhaps [a] politically correct approach to Islam in the midst of sectarian hatred. Moderates among both Shiism and Sunnis have been gradually drifting towards Sufism for this reason also. In a way Sufism offers a middle ground in an increasingly polarized world and that’s why both hardcore Sunni and Shia clergies are a bit wary of Sufi traditions.31

What is Sufism?

Light upon Light! Allah doth guide whom He wills to His Light

– Quran 24:35

My first visit to a Sufi dargah was as a teenager. The dargah of Sheikh Salim Chishti in Agra is still clearly etched in my mind – the incense, the flowers, the joyous qawwalis, the threads tied on windows, and crowds of people supplicating. For the layperson today, the mention of a Sufi shrine is likely to evoke these very images and associations, along with those of dancing dervishes and fasting ascetics. However, Sufism is all this and much more.

At the core of Sufism is the direct personal experience of God – in whose likeness we are made – and union with Him is the ultimate goal. It is believed that God Himself guides the souls and actions of only those with the junoon (passion) to reach the divine. Sufism involves praying in such a way that one can experience the divine personally.

This is embodied in the hadith of Jibraeel, also known as Umm-e Hadith or ‘the mother of all hadiths’, narrated by Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second Caliph: One day the Prophet was sitting in the mosque with a few of his companions when a man appeared and questioned him on his din (faith).32 The man was wearing pristine white clothes, without any signs of travel on them. He sat down so close to the Prophet that their knees pressed against each other. With his hands resting on his lap, he asked the Prophet five questions. They were about Islam (submission to God), iman (faith in God), ihsan (doing the beautiful), and the Day of Judgment and its signs. The companions were surprised but kept silent as the questioning continued.

The Prophet, known for his eloquence and beauty of succinct speech, defined submission as bearing witness that there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is His messenger, performing daily prayers, paying zakat (alms tax), fasting during Ramzan and performing the hajj, if one can find the means to do so.33 (These are the five pillars of Islam.) Faith, he said, was to believe in Allah, His angels, His scriptures, His messengers and the Last Day, and to have faith that no good or evil comes without His providence.

On being asked what ihsan is, the Prophet Muhammad said, ‘Ihsan is to worship Allah as if you see Him, and if you do not achieve this state of devotion, then (take it for granted that) Allah sees you.’34

The stranger asked two more questions on the Day of Judgment and satisfied with the answers, he left. Then the Prophet identified him as Jibraeel to his companion Umar ibn al-Khattab and said that the angel had come ‘to teach unto you your religion’.

This hadith also places Sufism – which follows these ideas of iman and ihsan – firmly within Islam. In fact, after submission to Allah, ihsan and iman are the two most important aspects of devotion. Ihsan is that level of perfect devotion wherein the devotee is so completely absorbed in God, they can feel the divine presence, seeing Allah with the eyes of the heart.35 Iman, on the other hand, is the attainment of complete faith.

The two concepts are related. For some, this devotion may mean purifying the self of vices, the annihilation of ego and the attainment of complete faith (iman). For another, it may mean renouncing the world and performing ihsan.36 And for still others, it may be nothing but absolute and complete love of the Divine, which leads the Sufi on to the path of eternal truth, beauty and goodness – towards the love of humanity and a life devoted to the service of people, irrespective of class, caste, or creed.

The beauty of Sufism is this personal experience of God, which can take myriad forms, and the many ways in which a Sufi may express their love for the Divine. It is the intense, unconditional love for God; Rabia al-Basri, the eighth-century saint from Basra wanted that God be loved for His sake alone – and not from fear of punishment or temptation of reward. But it is also the intoxication of Mansur al-Hallaj who annihilated himself in God, through intense Sufi practices, to the extent that only God was left in him so he kept repeating ‘Ana’l Haq’ (I am the Truth), and went to the gallows lost in that love. Sufism is the riverine generosity, the sun-like affection and the earth-like hospitality of Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti, and it is also the asceticism of Baba Farid, who performed the Chilla-e-Maakoos, a 40-day fast during which he hung upside down in a well as a test of his faith and courage. (More on all of these figures later in the book.)

Sufism is also the journey beyond the apparent or zahir (exoteric), into the hidden or batin (esoteric), for Allah Himself is both al-Zahir (manifest) and al-Batin (non-manifest), as He refers to Himself in the Quran. The Quran itself possesses many esoteric meanings, some which are known only to Allah.

Irrespective of how it is perceived or defined by its practitioners, Sufism has touched, and continues to touch, the hearts and souls of millions. There are thousands who take an oath of allegiance with Sufi masters even today. One master (he doesn’t want to be named because he has reached a stage where his own identity is null now) told me that he has many murids (novices committed to gaining spiritual enlightenment under a guide), both men and women, who have taken an oath of allegiance with him. However, most of them are not the classical Sufis who immerse themselves in meditative discipline and pursue the goal of marifah (intuitive knowledge of spiritual truth reached through ecstatic Sufi experiences). They are content to just improve their life, live it according to the key principles laid down, and become better persons who serve humanity. The Sufi master told me he has four khalifahs (spiritual successors) and it is they who are following the path of tariqah (mystical path) and haqiqah (truth), explained later in the book. Whether they reach the stage of marifah is to be seen. Later, another Sufi master also told me the same thing. In any case, even apart from murids, there are many people who like me follow Sufism but are not ordained in its path; they visit dargahs (shrines of saints) for the powers of its barakat (blessings).

The long queues of devotees at various shrines all over the world, praying for intercession, and the popularity of anything to do with Sufism, bear testimony to its attraction for and influence on the masses.
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‘Sufism today is a name without a reality, whereas it was once a reality without a name.’

– Abu al-Hasan Fushanja37

The term Sufism was first introduced in a Latin work by a German – F.A.G. Tholuckin – in 1821, as an anglicized version of tasawwuf.38 It was later popularized by British Orientalists describing those aspects of ‘oriental’ culture that Europeans found attractive. Thus, as mentioned earlier, there was an insistence on placing Sufism outside of Islam, which was believed to have the ‘essential characteristic of harsh legalism’; Sufism, on the other hand, was considered to be ‘indifferent to matters of religious law’.39

The first Orientalist to assert that Sufism was based on the Quran and the hadiths was Louis Massignon (1883–1962). A French Catholic scholar, Massignon greatly influenced the way Islam was perceived in the West through his work. Since then many Sufi texts have been translated and studied. Scholars such as Carl Ernst, Annemarie Schimmel, Seyyid Hossein Nasr, Sayyid Athar Abbas Rizvi, Bruce Lawrence and Raziuddin Aquil, to name a few, have written on Sufism, highlighting its historical and religious context.

Carl Ernst asks how it is possible to tell what Sufism is, questioning what it means to be a Sufi. The answer he arrives at is as follows: ‘In Arabic and Persian, there are dozens of terms for Muslim mystics with distinct and sometimes conflicting meanings, all of which are subsumed by the English word Sufism’ but concedes that ‘Sufism has now become a standard term, whether we like it or not.’40

Due to an increasing stress on sociology and ideology in the study of religion, in his view, Sufism was perceived as:

[A] kind of mystical philosophy found in Muslim countries, which can include figures on the margins of society (dervishes and fakirs) along with politically important mass movements. This descriptive approach to Sufism contrasts sharply with the use of the term Sufi in Sufi texts. There we find a prescriptive use of the term which sets forth goals of ethical and spiritual perfection.41

There are many claims regarding the origin of the term ‘Sufi’. Some say it comes from Ahl al-Suffa/Ashab-e-Suffa or ‘people of the porch’, a phrase describing the Prophet’s companions who stayed on the porch of the Masjid-e-Nabvi, his mosque in Medina, and studied religious science there.42 Some believe it comes from the Arabic word safa, meaning pure, for while ritual purity is essential for all Muslims, inner purity is a requirement for mystics. Yet others claim its origins lie in the Arabic word suf or wool, since the early Sufis, like ascetics of the far east, wore woollen cloaks. The coarse woollen cloak signified the humble, ascetic, and unmaterialistic spirit of the Sufis. It is now widely believed that this last theory is probably closer to the truth and it is indeed the word suf that led to the name, while the Arabic term that was translated as Sufism, tasawwuf, literally means ‘the process of becoming a Sufi’.

Today the term Sufi encompasses many different types of mystics and saints. However, it was used infrequently in medieval texts; the popular words used then were abid (worshipper), zahid (ascetic), salih (righteous one), salik (traveller), siddiq (sincere one), ahl-e-dil (masters of the heart), and mazjub (the intoxicated).

The terms for a spiritual master were sheikh, pir, or khwaja, while the disciple was known as a murid. Just as temporal kings appoint their successors, so do the spiritual kings. The successor of a sheikh/pir/khwaja was called a khalifa. Highly acclaimed saints were given the title of qutb (polestar; a centre of sorts), qutb al-aqtab (chief of the qutbs, denoting their rank in the spiritual hierarchy), or ghaus (helper/redresser of complaints).

Terminology aside, the emphasis for Sufis is not on external rituals but on the experience of the inner self leading to the discovery of truth. This truth is achieved in three ways: one is obtained ‘from’ God, through the Quran and shariah (the Muslim code of religious law), which are obligatory for all Muslims; one is obtained ‘with’ God, on the mystical path; and the last truth is obtained ‘of’ God, and is called ilm-e-marifat (gnosis) – the knowledge possessed by prophets and saints, and is the final goal of all Sufis.

At the final stage on the spiritual path, the Sufi’s heart becomes empty of everything except the remembrance of God; it is to be annihilated (fana) to become immortal (baqa) with Allah. Since God is always with us, and as close as our jugular vein, it is not a question of reaching Him, but recognizing His signs.The signs are always present everywhere and inside us. As one popular hadith puts it: ‘My earth does not encompass Me, nor does My heaven, but the heart of My servant, the man of true faith, does encompass Me.’43

Thus, only He is worthy of worship and love, and to him will we return.

And the Sufi’s (herein the lover’s) love for God (the loved one), and closeness to Him has to be reflected in their conduct, which is a manifestation of Him. This sentiment comes across beautifully in Rabia al-Basri’s immortal words:

If I adore You out of fear of Hell,

Burn me in Hell!

If I adore you out of desire for Paradise,

Lock me out of Paradise.

But if I adore you for Yourself alone,

Do not deny to me Your eternal beauty.44


2

The Ahl al-Bait, or the Household of the Prophet

I [Gabriel] can go no farther, only human beings,

Once perfected through that Holy Light,

Can approach that unapproachable Light.

But you, Mustafa, have permission to

Go nearer, to intercede for humankind.1

– Paul Abdul Wadud Sutherland

The eve of the 27th Rajab – Shab-e-Miraj – is considered very auspicious. Throughout the world, Muslims commemorate this night with special prayers and zikr (remembrance of Allah, by chanting His names). Apart from praying on this night like millions of other Muslims, I cook halwa (a sweet) that I then consecrate in the Prophet’s name.

On the night of the 27th Rajab (621), Prophet Muhammad undertook two journeys. The first – Isra – refers to him being taken by the Archangel Jibraeel from the Masjid al-Haram (Sacred Mosque) in Mecca, on a winged mule known as buraq, to the furthest mosque in Jerusalem, that is now identified as Masjid al-Aqsa. The Prophet found himself in the company of all the prophets and messengers from the time of Aadam, and he led the prayers. This was the physical journey.

The second was Miraj, or the spiritual journey undertaken by him to the heavens. As he crossed each of the eight heavens, he met the various other prophets. Jibraeel accompanied him on this trip till they reached the Lote Tree (sidrat-ul-muntaha), which marks the end of the seventh heaven. As soon as they got there, Jibraeel excused himself for being unable to accompany him any further, explaining to the Prophet that his wings would be singed if he did. The Prophet thus had to cross the last heaven alone.

At the end of the eighth, he found himself in divine presence. This symbolizes the state of pure consciousness of the Divine, which the Prophet was able to ascend to after overcoming physical barriers. Even Jibraeel had a veil between him and the Divine, but not so with the Prophet.

Prophet Muhammad is therefore called ummi or unlettered in the Quran. Ummi is the mystical symbol of a pure, uncluttered heart – one that can receive divine knowledge. It is believed that before starting on Isra, two angels who accompanied the Prophet took out his heart, cleaned and purified it, and put it back. That is exactly how a salik (traveller) starts on the journey of Sufism. The heart has to be open, washed of all impurities, and filled only with the remembrance of Allah. The night journey symbolizes the pursuit of the spiritual goal.

After the journey, Prophet Muhammad returned to his still warm bed in Mecca and resumed his life. He had returned from what was the zenith of spiritual experiences – a direct meeting with Allah – only so he could share it with his people, who could in turn experience a similar union. This is important. It signifies that after connecting with Allah we have to continue our service in His way, by serving humanity and proclaiming His message to all. Prophet did that and set us an example, earning himself another title: Habibullah (beloved of Allah).

It is thus from the Prophet’s own behaviour that Sufis learn ihsan, or doing all things beautiful, a principle on which they lay great emphasis. In fact, Sufis believe that though the word ‘Sufi’ itself came up centuries later, in essence, Prophet Muhammad was the first Sufi. All Muslims look up to him as the insan-e-kamil (the complete man) and strive to emulate his qualities of mercy, knowledge, piety, and closeness to God.

The Prophet was also the first link of all silsilahs (Sufi orders).

He [The Prophet] is said to have been the recipient of a two-fold revelation, the one embodied in the contents of the Quran, [and] the other within his heart. The former was meant for all and is binding on all; the latter was to be transmitted to the chosen few through these lines of succession. Hence it is that Muhammad’s knowledge is described as being ’ilm-i-safina, book knowledge, and ’ilm-i-sina, heart knowledge.2

Moreover, every member of the Prophet’s family was said to be endowed with esoteric wisdom, and the Ahl al-Bait, or the ‘Household of the Prophet’, therefore, holds an important place in Sufi traditions. Any discussion revolving around the roots of Sufism would thus be incomplete without a discussion about them.

According to Hassan Abbas, ‘The central feature of Sufism is love of Ahlul Bayt3 and the esoteric principles taught by Ali ibn Abi Talib and that connects Sufism and Shiism in an inextricable way as Shiism revolves around the love of Ali and Ahlul Bayt.’4

Therefore, what follows is a brief account of some key members of the Prophet’s household with a view to understanding their significance in different sects of Islam more broadly and specifically for Sufism. But before that, here is a table to help follow the chronology:

The Hashemite Family Tree

Hashim Abd al-Manaf

Abdul Muttalib

Abdullah ibn Abdul Muttalib m. Amina

Muhammad ibn Abdullah m. Khadija (daughter Fatima)

Fatima bint Muhammad m. Ali ibn Abi Talib

The Twelve Shia Imams start with Imam Ali

Ali ibn Abi Talib (4th caliph, 656–661)

Hasan ibn Ali (imam, 661–679)

Hussain ibn Ali (imam, 669–680)

Ali ibn Hussain, popular as Zainul Abidin (imam, 680–712)

Muhammad ibn Ali, popular as Baqar (imam, 712–731)

Jafar al- Sadiq ibn Muhammad Baqar (imam, 731–765)

Musa al-Kazim ibn Jafar (imam, 765–799)

Ali al-Reza ibn Musa (imam, 799–818)

Muhammad al-Jawwad ibn Reza (imam, 818–835)

Ali al-Hadi ibn Muhammad al-Jawwad (imam, 835–868)

Hasan al-Askari ibn Ali al-Hadi (imam, 868–874)

Muhammad al-Mehdi (The ‘Hidden Imam’, 874 to date – as per belief he is in occultation)
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What is meant by the Ka‘ba is the heart

of the prophets

and the friends of God.

That

is where God is revealed.

– Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi5

The account of the Ahl al-Bait begins with the Prophet himself. Muhammad was born in 570 into the Hashim clan of the powerful Quraysh tribe. The Quraysh was a mercantile tribe which historically controlled the city of Mecca and its pilgrimage centre, the Kaaba. The Hashim clan was named after Hashim ibn Abd Manaf (464–497), and they claimed descent from Ismail, the son of Prophet Ibrahim (known as Abraham in the Judeo-Christian world). The Hashimites had been the traditional providers of water to the pilgrims who came to worship the idols in the Kaaba, the house of God built by Ibrahim and Ismail. However, the holy Zamzam spring which had welled up because of the cries of Ismail and Hajira’s prayer, when Ibrahim had left them in the desert of Mecca, had dried up so no one knew where it was.

Abdul Muttalib (470–578), Muhammad’s grandfather, succeeded his father Hashim ibn Abd Manaf as the chief of the clan. He had a dream in which he was given detailed instructions about the location of Zamzam, which could now once again become a permanent source of water for the pilgrims. He found the spring by following the instructions, but the other Quraysh clans contested his claim to become its custodian. A diviner was called in to decide who would control the precious commodity. With the story of Ismail’s (Biblical Ismael) sacrifice in mind, Abdul Muttalib made a vow that if God were to give him 10 sons, he would sacrifice one of them right there in front of the Kaaba. Soon, in accordance with the divine signs that were received, Abdul Muttalib and his descendants were made the custodians of Zamzam.

Eventually he was blessed with 10 sons, and the time to honour his vow came.

Traditionally, decisions were made by drawing arrows at the foot of the Quraysh’s totemic icon, a stone called Hubal near the Kaaba. Various potential answers to any given question would be written on arrows, each of which was to be picked up by the priest who would say a prayer and let them fall. In accordance with this tradition, Abdul Muttalib took his sons there and wrote down the names of his sons on the arrows. The arrow that fell pointing at the Hubal would have the name of the son to be sacrificed. Every arrow that fell and pointed to the Hubal had Abdullah’s name written on it.

Abdullah was the youngest and favourite son of Abdul Muttalib. Abdul Muttalib was shocked and inconsolable. But despite visions of Prophet Ibrahim (Abraham in the Bible) sacrificing Ismail haunting him, he started preparing to sacrifice his favourite son. That’s when someone suggested they consult a famous kahina (female soothsayer) who lived in Yathrib.

Abdul Muttalib and his sons visited the priestess. She closed her eyes and invoked the spirits. ‘What is the blood money for a man’s life?’ she asked. Blood money or diyat was paid to a murdered person’s family by the family of the murderer, in exchange for the latter’s life, if they agreed to settle the matter in this way.

‘Ten camels,’ was the reply.

‘Go back to Mecca, take the young man and ten camels to the sacred stone and cast the arrows again,’ she advised,6 adding that if the arrows kept coming up with Abdullah’s name, Abdul Muttalib would have to keep adding that number of camels to the sacrifice till the gods were satisfied. It ultimately took a hundred for the gods to be satisfied!

Muhammad would say, ‘I am the son of the Two Sacrificed Ones.’

Soon after this incident, Abdullah married Amina bint Abd Manaf bin Zuhrah, daughter of the chief of another Quraysh tribe called Banu Zuhrah. Within a week of the marriage, Abdullah left with a trade caravan for work. According to Ibn Ishaq:

It is alleged in popular stories (and only God knows the truth) that Amina bint Wahab used to say when she was pregnant with God’s apostle that a voice said to her, ‘You are pregnant with the lord of this people and when he is born say, “I put him in the care of the One from the evil of every envier; then call him Muhammad.”’ As she was pregnant with him she saw a light come forth from her by which she could see the castles of Busra in Syria.7

Abdullah may have been saved from the sacrifice just so Muhammad could be born from his union with Amina, for during his return journey he fell sick near Yathrib and died a few days later. Muhammad was thus born after the death of his father.

In the Arabia of those days, it was the custom of the townspeople to send their children to be suckled
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