SOURCES OF ISLAMIC MYSTICISM

You see her ear-pendant

along the exposed ridge of her neck,
swaying out,

dangling over the abyss.

With a red thornberry tooth-twig,
fragrant as musk and Indian ambergris
brought in in the morning,
she reveals

Petals of 2 camomile
cooled by the night

to which the dew has risen at evening
from Rama oasis,

‘Wafting in from all sides

with the earth scent of the garden,
redolent as a musk pod

falling open.

The white gleam of her teeth,
her immoderate laugh,

almost to the unhearing
speak secrets.™*

As with the Qur’an and the Mi‘raj, the translations sre presented here with-
out detatled discussion of their importance in Suft literarure. The tradition
of fove poetry in Islam is of fundamental importance to Islamic: spiriualiry,
in all its aspects, of which Sufism is only one. For that reason, these poems
must be appreciated on their own, as poems, before they are seen in their
fater, Sufi contexe.

The poetic tradition is equally rich in Persian, Ottoman, Urdu, and
other languages. It would require 2 full volume to give an introduction to all
the. poetic tradirions of the Istamic world. Yet many of the central themes
in most Islsmic poetic traditions have already becn covered in the Arabic
examples, and these selections might also provide an introduction to the
reader wishing to explore the interculrural world of poetry within Isfam.
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Early Sufi Qur’an
Interpretation

¢ ¢ ¢

THE QUR’ANIC COMMENTARY
ATTRIBUTED TO JA‘FAR AS.SADI()
(THE SIXTH IMAM)

INTRODUCTION

Early Sufi Qur'anic interpretation offers a distinctive set of challenges and
an equally distinctive depth of riches. The Qur'an is composed in a nonlin-
ear and non-narrative fashion. Sufi exegesis, by following the Qur'an in
order, reflects the “scattering” and nonlinear aspects of the original texr. In
addition, instead of marginal comments alongside the Que’an or full treatises
in which substantial Qur’anic passages are cited in full and discussed, the
commentaries of early Sufis have come down to us in the form of discussions
instigated by the mention of a key Qur'anic word that can then suddenly
Jjump to a pew Qur'anic term and a new discussion, For the educated Mus-
{im, infused with the Qur’snic voice, such a technique is not unexpecred,
Bur any audience not so imbued with the Qur’anic text will need some ex-
planations, and cven with explanations may find the technique jarring at
firsc, Finally, Sufi interpreradion plays on some key Sufi technical rerms, a
Pplay that demands explanation of the meaning of those terms within Sufi
though. '

The first example of Sufi exegesis is in the form of a collection of
sayings artributed to Ja'far as-Sadiq (the truseworthy) (d. 148/765)." This
ollection brings up the intriguing issue of the relationship of early Sufism
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(Islamic mysticism) to Shi‘ism (the Islamic community that recognizes a
series of leaders starting with ‘Ali as their Imams or guides). According to
Shi‘ite belief, the propher Muhammad entrusted the spiritual Ieadembip (the
Imamare) of the Muslim community to his closest male heir, his cousin and
son-in-law ‘Ali, who had married his daughter Fatima, ‘4li, the first Imam,
passed on the leadership to his firsc son, Hasan, the second {mam, Hasan
passed it on to his brother Husayn, the third Imam. Husayn was Iulle'd fight-
ing against the Caliph Yazid at the batde of Karbala’, the central tragic event
in Shi‘ism. One of the few survivors of Husayn’s family, his son ‘Ali, became
the fourth Imam, and ‘Ali’s son Mubamimad Bagir, the fifth. Most Shi'ite
groups are in agreement, then, that the first six Imams are:

1. ‘Al

2. Hasan ibn ‘Al

3. Husayn ibn ‘Afi

4. ‘Ali ibn Husayn

5. Mubhammad _ibn ‘Ali ibn Husayn, al-Bagir
6. Ja'far ibn Muhammad as-Sadig

Ja'far is a central figure in Islamic tradition. Although Shi‘ites a:.:d ‘S_‘unms
accepr the same basic principles of the shari‘a, they differ on l:ch.r view of
the authority and leadership role of the Islamic communiry_, _and in aspects
of Quranic interpretation. It was around Ja'far that the Shi‘ite community
formed itself as an explicit and articulate version of Islam. To Ja'far are
atrributed an enormous set of alchemical and astrological writings, and he 1s
considered by tradition to have been the teacher of the famous alchemist
Jabir ibn Hayyan, although modern scholars have cast d‘c_nfbt on the atfr.hen-
ticity of the writings attributed vo Ja'far. Theological writings are ateribured
to Ja'far, and he is said to have had a positior between determinism and free
will. The legal writings ateributed to Ja‘far are the basis for what is called
the Ja‘fari school of Islamic furisprudence. )

Ja'far’s Sufi commentary comes down primarily through the caI_Ie'cqu

of mystical commentaries made by Sulami. What is immediately smk‘mg is

the lack of any particularly Shi‘ite slant ro the comments. These Sufi inter-

pretations arcributed to Ja'far would be 4 major influence in the development

76

EARLY SUFI QUR’AN INTERPRETATION

of mystical interpretations of the Qur'an. Did earl ly Shi‘ite views of ta’wil
{symbolic interpretation) help found mystical commen tary? Have the Shi‘ite
aspeats of Ja'far’s commentary been edited our by Jater Sufj compilers? This
question becomes even more intriguing with the discovery of two manu-
sceipts that partially overlap with the Sulami version of Ja'far’s Qur'sn com-
mentary, but contain explicit Shi‘ite references.? In addition, there is 2 single
manuscript of the Sufami-Ja'far that contains another explicit Shi‘ite com-
mentary in which the family of the Propher (M) uhammad, AL, Fatima, Ha-
san, and Husayn) are given cosmic and mystical roles.’

The translation below will use che Sulami-Ja*far, which is the only text
so far to be edited, but it will also include the openly Shi‘ite passage from the
nomalous Sulami-Ja‘far rexr ro give a scase of whar kind of Shi‘ite m ystical
commentary may have also been included in the Ja‘far text,

The Sulzmi-Ja'far commentary is striking for the vividoess and self:
confidence, at an apparently very early period, with which it offers 2 strong
miystical interprevation of the Qur’an, focusing on the key themes of passing
away (fani’}) and abiding (bag3’). Sometimes several interpretations of a
gven verse will be ascribed w Ja'far, each introduced by the phrase “Ja‘far
said” or “As-Sadiq said.” Although the commentary is unified around the

Zeneral theme of mystical union with the divine belaved, the style of the
commentary varies. Some comments are short and cryptic, others are
long and sustained. The sclections below focus on the following themes:
{1} Shi'ite interpretation of the “names” known by Adam gs the key mem-
bers of the family of Muhammad; (2) interpretation of the Qur’anic Moses
stories as a paradigm for Suff mystical experience; (3) interpretation of the
Qur’anic accounts (53:1-18) of Muhammad’s prophetic vision; (4) spiritu-
ality of ritual Islam, the Ka'ha, and the orfentation of ritual prayer as sym-
bolic of Abrahamic intimacy with the divine; (5) the Sufi stress on an interior
mterpreration of Qur'anic accounts of the afterfife; and (5) examples of early
Suft letter symbolism.

The Shi‘ite Passage from Ja‘far: The Five Names

2.27: “Adam received from his lord the names.”

[Ja‘far said:] Before any of his creation existed, God was. He created
five creatures from the lighr of his glory, and attributed to each one of
them, one of his names. As the Glorified (mabmad), he called his Prophet
Muhammad [which also means “the praised” or “the deserving-of-praise™].
Being the Sublime (%0/i) he called the Emir of believers ‘AlL. Being the
Creator (fatir) of the heavens and earth, he fashioned the name
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Fitima. Because he had names thar were called [in the Qur’ar?] the m?st
Beautiful {husna), he fashioned two names [from.the same Arabic r:)ot] or
Hasan and Husayn. Then he placed them to the right of the throne.

Ja'far's Intepretation of Qur’anic Accounts of Moses

The Qur'anic Moses (Musa) is a prototype of the mystical knower ( ::;.'Lf};),
but the Qur'anic accounts of Moses stress more both the intimnacy anI a; e
intensity of his encounter with the deity than the character of :{‘re .Imow ige
he artains, Like Abrabam (Ibrahim), who was known as the intimate cgf'_
Pasion (khalil) of the divine, Moses is also renowned for the mnmac;}: of his
Telations with the deity. In Sura 19:51-52 Moses is said to be brougi ; Ze;:
the divine presence as a confidant {najiyyan). There is a major wraditio. .
Islam of intimate conversation (mun3jit) as 2 form of private pra);cr a:;d
Petition (du‘a), though such prayer is not as well known as l:be pe; t;g; od
ritual prayer (saly).’ This intimate relationship of human and divine e s
One of the central features of Sufi Ianguage-‘fSo_me_ of the most moving pas
fage. i will be in the form of mun3jit. -

i sﬁéﬁﬁﬁ?; coexists with graphic evocations ofat_m::m chcﬁf:e'of
the transcendent. In the account of Moses’ vision t_)f the dfvme, the c_bm};
Presence is so strong that Moses cannot look at it directly; instead he is to y
% look ar the mountain which is destrayed as it encounters the presence o .
the deity, Moses’ vision at Mt. Sinai (Tur as-Sinin, or simply ag—'ﬁl; ,ug ut
Compared to Muhsmmad’s prophetic vision of the lote tree of the furthes
Limit (53:14). The commentary on the vision of Mose.f {or rathcrnonvrls;::;
Since Moses never really sees the deity) is used to discuss :h;_ cc]-:x;tr:v’ (mé
Cancepts of fand’ (passing away or annihx?apon of the e_go-se )"51 qambu_
abiding of the person in union W‘;Eg r};e d{ane)l,_;n’)d bald’ (the trial or
Btion that is an essential aspect of Su spirituality). ] ) .

In the Qur’anicaccounp::eofMoses and t:be‘ﬁxje, l:fl‘ert‘ls a Qur'anl,:-‘?;lm vl;
alent (ar least in Suff interpretations) of the biblical ‘I:m that I am (’ yeo ),
asher ehyeh): I, I am your lord™ (inni and rabbu'.ka). This fiuphcanon m:
the “I” is used by Sufis in a manner similar to Jewish and Christian exeirrcm :
Of the “Y am that I am™ to deny any definable essence or quiddity o e
divine. For many Sufis, it is divine self-revelation, more a5 act :ba; Ias
Content, dhat is the only true knowledge of .*:he divine. In his 1,‘c;m‘rm:n ¥
Ja'tar supplies an explanatory dialogue in Wh;cb.che d‘ejtj_f ﬂnfi ?s;s en‘gzguf
in & more explicit discussion, with the grammatical duplication (1, sr:m :
ford) discussed in terms of the cxperience of awe and the moment of mys
<al annihilation in the divine.

i
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The final Qur'anic passage on Moses discussed in this excerpt from
Ja'far involves the appearance of Moses before the Pharoah. After the magic
of Moses overcomes that of the Fharoah’s sorcerers, the sorcerers ackno wi-
edge the God of Moses, saying, “We believe in the lord of the rwo
worlds™ —usually interpreted as the lord of heaven and earth, The Pharoah
threatens them with mutilation and crucifixion for rurning their loyalty to
the God of Moses and Aaron {Harun). Their response, “No harm: to our
lord is the rerurn” becomes the occasiog for a Ja‘farian meditation on the
tormeny, irizl, or testing (bala’) that each Sufi must pass through on the path

to union with che beloved, a theme that will be cengral to the passages from
Junayd in Chapter 8 of this volume,

The commenaries of Ja'far and of Tustari Ppresuppose intimate
knowledge of the Qur'an. A simple word or phrase from the Qur'an is
given and the commentary follows. The reader is expected to know
from that word or phrase the entire [Ppassage. In this chapter, the entire
Ppassage is given in each case, so that the reader will be able o consuft
it. To indicate that the £ull citarions of the Passage were not part of the
original texr artribured to Ja'far and Tustari, but are the transiator’s
explanatory intecpolations, such passages have been italicized.

JA'FAR'S COMMENTARY ON THE RQUR' ANIC MOSES

7142 We designated for Musa thirty mights and we completed them
with ten more; the appointed vime of his lord was thus complete at
Jorty nights. Musa said to his brother Harun: “Goverr in my place
among my people and act in the best interest; do not follow the way of
thase who would cause corruption.”

7:143  When Musa came at our appointed time and his lovd spoke 1o
him, ke said: “Lord, show me that I might gaze upon you.” He said:
“You will not see me. Look ar the mountain, If it stays in place, you
wil] se¢ me.” But when its lord appeared to the mountain, be caused i
to shatter and Moses was struck dewn unconscious, When he awoke,
be said: “Glory to you! I have turned back 1o you in vepentance and I
am the first of the beligvers.”




EARLY SUFI QUR’AN INTERPRETATION

“When Musa came to our appointed time and his lord spoke to him.” Ja*far
said: The appointed time was the time for seeking a vision. Ja‘far also said;
Musa heard words coming forth from his humanity and attributed the words
to him [the deity]’ and he spoke to him from the selfhood of Musa and
his servanthood. Musa was hidden from his self and passed away from his
attributes (rifzzibs). His lord spoke to him from the realidies of his meanings.
Musa heard his own anribute from his lord, while Muhammad heard from
his lord the atrribute of his lord and thus was the most praised {zhmad) of
the praised (mabmidin). Therefore the station of Muhammad was the lote
tree of the furthest boundary while the station of Musa was at-Tir [Mc
Sinai]. When God spoke to Musa on Tiir, he annihilated its attributes so
that no vegetation has ever appeared upon it and it is the abode of no one.

He said: “Lord, show me that I might gaze upon you!” Ja'far said: “He
confided in his lord concerning the matter of seeing him because he saw the
phantom of his® words upon his heart.” He replied: “You will not see me,”
that is, you are not able to see me because you pass away. How can that
which passes away (fanin) find a way to that which abides (bagin)?

“Look at the mountain.” Ja'far said: The mountain was struck by the
knowledge of beholding, was split and shattered. The mountain was de-
stroyed by the mere mention (@hiky) of beholding its lord and Musa was
struck down upon seeing the mountain fall to pieces. How would it be, then,
if one were to behold his lord with his own eyes, face to face! The lord’s
face-to-face vision in respect to the servant is the annihilation of the ser-
vant.” The servant’s face-to-face vision of the lord and in the lord is
enduring.'’

He said: Three things are impossible for servants in regard to their
lord: manifestation, contacr, and insight. No eye can see him, no heart attain
him, and no intellect intuit him. The origin of intuition is innate disposition;
the toot of connection is the interval of distance; the root of witness is
apparition.!! :

Concerning his saying “You will not see me. Look instead at the moun-
tain,” Ja'far said: He occupied him with the mountain and then manifested
himself. Were it not for Musa’s precccupation with the mountain, he would
have been killed, struck unconscious, never to awake.

Concerning his saying “Glory to you! I have mrned back to you in
repentance,” Ja‘far said: He affirmed the transcendence of his lord, ac-
knowledged toward him his own weakness, and disavowed his own intel-
lect. “I have returned to you in repentance™: I have returned to you from
my self and no longer rely upon my knowledge. Knowledge is what you
have taught me and intellect is what you have graced me v-ith, “And I am
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the first of the believers”; That is, surely you [Allah] cannot be seen in
the world."?

20:%  Has the account of Musa reached you?

10 How be saw a fire and said to his people: “Stay bebind, I make
vist a fire. Perbaps I can return from it with an ember or find
at the fire some guidance.”

11 When he approacked it, he was called: “O Musa!

12 Indeed I, I am your lovd. Take off your sandals. You ave in the
sanctified valley of Tuwa,

13 Iam the one who selected you, 5o listen to what it revealed!

14 Lam Allab, theve is no god but I. Worship me and perform the

prayer in remembrance of me,”?

20:11~12  “When he came 10 it, 2 veice called our; O Musa, [, I am your
lord.” Ja‘far said: Musa was asked “How did you know that the call was the
call (.:lf the real?” He said: Because he annihilated me, then encompassed me,
and it was as if all the hairs on my body were speaking from all sides about
the call, and were themselves on their own power responding to the call!
When the lights of awe encompassed me and the lights of majesty and jo-
barut :ddressed me, I knew that T was being addresscd on the part of the
trurh. jl"hc beginning of the address, “Indeed, I” was followed by another
“L.” This repetition of the “I” indicated to me that no one but the real can
refer to himself with two consecutive phrases. [ was astonished and that was
the way-station of passing away. So I said: You, you are that which has
endured and will endure and Musa has no station with you nor does he dare
to speak excepe that you make him endure in your enduring and give him
your auribute 50 that you are the addresser and the addressee together. He
replied: No one can bear my address but I and no one can respond but [, 1
am the speaker and the spoken-to and you are in-between, a phantom upon
whom falls the way-station of speaking.

26:48-50

They said: we believed in the lord of the two worlds!

The lord of Masa and Harun

He said: “You believed in bim before I gave you permission,
He is your chicfwho taught you sorcery: you will surely know!

Twill cut off your hands and legs, alternatively, and erucify you all
together.”

They said: “No barm. To our lord is our veturn.”
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“They said: ‘No harm, To our lord is our rerurn.’ " Ja'far said: Whoever
fecls the trial fba/a’) in love is not a lover. Rather, whoever witnesses trial
init is not a lover. Rather, whoever daes not rake pleasure in the trial in love
is not a fover, Do you not see that when the first signs of love came upon
the sorcerers, their own destinies faded away and became of little concern
through the submission of their spirits in the witness of their beloved, so
that they said: “No harm”?

Ja'far’s Interpretation of Muhammad’s Prophetic Vision

While Moses looked at the Mousneain, which was obliterated by the divine
theophany, Muhammad is said in the Qur’an to have gazed upon “it” (the
antecedent is never specified) in such a way that his eye neither swerved
aside nor exceeded its appropriate function. Exactly what Muhamn‘md saw
{the deity, the angel Gabriel, etc.) and whar the Qur'an means by saying “has
eye neither swerved nor exceeded” are ceneral themes of Sufi meditation op
mystical experience =nd the possibility of vision or witness (shahida) of the
divine, The interprerarions attributed to Jafar of this famous passage are
also representative of another aspect of Islamic interpretation: the attriby-
tion to one person of several different interpretations. Thus Ja'far is saud
to have given ar least three interpretations to the opening Qur’anic oath
(53:1), “by the star when it falls (hawd).”

What is central to the Qur’anic passage, and brought our further by
Ja'far, is the play between hawa (to fall, to set) and the homonym used latér
On to mean desire. The Qur'an announces that Muhammad does not spesk
out of desire (hawa), a5 do, it is implicd, poets who are inspired by the jinn.
Mubammad, as Ja'far goes on to make explicit, speaks out of the divine
command (amr) and prohibition (nuhi). Not only dees he proclaim his mes-
sage our of the divine command, but he completes the Islamic way of life,
the shari's, by refining the commands and prohibitions thatr were central to
all previous prophetic communities.

As in all Sufi interpretations of these verses, the ambiguity over _tbe
object seen (him/it) becomes 2 centerpicce of linguistic play and mystical
meditation. Because we are in the context of fani’ (passing away, in which
the Suff passes away in mystical union with the divine, the standard gram-
matical distinction between self apd other, buman and divine, reflexive and
noareflexive, begins to break down, At these points the transiations make
use of the locution him(self} to indicate the ambiguity of the object pronoun
and the breakdown of the reflexive/nonreflexive grammatical distinction 1t
the point of mystical union.

EARLY SUFI QUR’AN INTERPRETATION

JA'FAR'S COMMENTARY ON MUHAMMAD’S VISION
Siirat an-Najm (The Sura of the Star) 53:1-12

By the star when it falls

Your companion has not gone astray nov is be deluded
He does mot speak out of desive

Tt is nothing less than an inspivation inspived
Taught to bim by one of great power

And strength that stretched out vver

While on the highest borizon

Then it dyew near and descended

At a distance of two bows’ length or nearer
He revealed to bis servant what be revealed
The heart did not lie in what it saw

Will you then dispute with bim on his vicion?

Siirat an-Najm, 53:13-18

He sew it descending another time

At the lote tree of the furthest limit

Therein was the garden of sanctuary

When there enveloped the tree what emveloped it
His gaze did not turn aside nor did it overveach
He had seen the signs of bis lovd, great signs.

§3:1-12  “By the star when it falls” (hewg). Ja‘far said: This is the way-
station of manifestation and veiling from the hearts of the knowers.

Concerning the saying of the Most High, “by the star when it falls,” it
13 related of Ja‘far ibn Mubammad that he said: The star is Muhammad,
peace and blessings upon him. When he fell light diffused from him.!*

He said: The star is the heart of Muhammad. “Vhen it falls,” thar is,
when it cuts itself off from everything other than Allah.

“Your companion has not gone astray nor is he defuded.” Jafar said:
He did not stray from his ncarness even for the blink of an eye.

“He does not speak out of desire” (bawa). Ja‘far said: How could he
speak out of desire, he who proclaims the coming forth of unity, and com-
Pletes the shari‘a with the proper command and prohibition? Rather he pro-
claimed only through command and was silent only through command. He
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was given the command as an approach to the real. He wag given the proh;.
bition as a warning and chiding,

“Then it drew near and descended.” Ja*far said: In jrs nearness, how.
it-was'® was cut off from all understanding. Do you not sce thar God most
high veiled Jibri! when Jibril came near, and when his Lord came near
to him?

He also said: Mubammad, God’s peace and blessings upon him,

fiear to the insighr and the faith thar was placed in his hearr, and b
scended in the quiet of his hearr o

anxiery was removed from his heart.

. “Aradisrance of two bows’ length or nearer.” Ja'far said: He brought
him(self) near to him until he Was two bows-length away. Nearnesg on the

came
€ de-
what he had come near. All doubt ang

vant has limits,

“He revealed to him what he revealed.” Ja'far said: Without interme-
diary between the two of them, secretly to his [Muhammad's] heart. No one
knows him(self) without intermediary but him(self} excepr at the fnal end,
when he gives intercession to his community,

Of his saying, “It drew near and descended,” [Ja‘far] as-Sadiq said-
Whea the lover draws as near to his beloved as is possible, he is overcome
by utter terror. Then the truth treats him with complete gentlencss becanse

N6 one in on it but the two of them, For that reason he said: “He revealed to
his servant what he revealed.” No one knows that revelarion except the one
who revealed it and the one to whom it was revealed,

“The heart did not [ie in what it saw.” Ja*far said: Ng one knows what
he saw except the seer and the seep, The lover has come near to the beloved,
as intimate and confidant to him. God Most High said: “We raise in degree
whomsoever we will” (6:83).

“He had seen the signs of his lord, great signs.” Ja*far said: He wit-
nessed marks of love beyond what can be told,

Ja‘far on Abrakam and the Ka'ba

Ja'har’s shorr discussion on the Ka'ba, or as it is known in Arabic, the bayt
(dwelling), constructed according to the Qur'an by Abraham and his son
Ishmael is less complex than the previous discnssion, Yeriroffersan fmpor-
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tant discussion of the spirituality of Islamic ritual prayer (sala), the physical
motions and position (rak‘a) of the Prayer, its spatial orientation (the gibla
or direction of the Ka'ba marked b y the prayer niche), and the intimacy it
an intimacy associared throughous the Que’an with
Abraham, the intimate (al-khalill) of God and builder of the Ka ‘ba.

provides with the divine,

Ja‘far ibn Muhammad that he sai
ever believes in him and in the
refuge and faith. “The station
[the direction facing the Ka*
knowing and your rongue th
obedience. Whoever maint
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JA'FAR'S COMMENTARY ON ABRAHAM AND THE KA‘BA

2125 When we made the dwelling (bayt) a refuge for pecple and a
sanctuary—so make the station of Ibrabim a Place for prayerf—and
we made a covenant with Ibrabim and Irma'sl that vhey rhowld purify
the bouse for those whe would circumambulate it, withdraw to it, or
make the positions (rak'as) of prayer.

“When we made the dwelling a refuge for people.” Itis reported of
d: The dwelling here is Muhammad. Who-
truth of his message enters into the fields of
of Ibrahim”: that is, the station of the gibla
ba or bayt]. He made your heart the station of
e station of witness and your body the station of
ains it will have his prayer answered completely.

Ja'far and Sufi Understanding of the Qur’anic Afterlife

Contrary to some stereotypes about the Qur’anie afterlife,
(though never antiphysicalj notion of paradise does exist within the Qur'san,
as is made clear in the following passage. The Passage begins on a cosmic
is the heavens and the earth) and then moves
toward zn ingimate questioning of the human person, his hopes, angers, and
motivations, with a central m.

editation on forgiveness and remembrance:

SURAT AL-IMRAN (THE SURA OF THEFAMILYOFIMRAN}
3:133-136

And race o a forgiveness from your lord

and a garden whose breadth is the beavens and earth
made ready for the self-vigilant’®

Who spend in ease and in adversity

and chock their wrath and show  Jorgiveness to others
Allah loves those who shoew hindrgsr

85

a nonphysical




EARLY SUFI QUR’AN INTERPRETATION

And those whe when they corrupt others or appress themsebves
remenber Allah and ask forgiveness for their affense
—who forgives offenses but Allah?— .
and do not pevsist knowingly in what they did

For them is a reward of forgrveness from their lord
and gardens with rivers flowing underneath
eternal there

fine is the recompense for these whose deedr are fine.

In the passages that follow here, Ja‘far extends this aspect of Qur’anic spi-
ftuality by integrating it invo the sophisticated Suﬁ‘ psycf:fr]ogy of | rb'ehuman
heare. In many Suff interprecations the remporal ( ‘sﬁ'_er ¢ mf" spa'ml (hetqv-
ens and hells) aspects of the afterlife are l:raﬂsforrpcelimro an interfor reality,
the heart-secret or destiny, that fies behind or within :j:sch person, Bo'r.b the
afterlife and the bounty of the compassionate deity given to _Imf-nankm'd 1w
this life, onc example of which is included below, are mrer{onzcd within
the Sufi symbolic interpretation. The selections conclude ufxth a reference
to the creation and “renewal of creation,” which could be interpreted as 2
reference to creation and the final resurrection (qiyima), or as a reference
to the original creation and keeping itin exisre_m:'c: c.hroug:b b::-stowal of Iife
and fertility. While not abandoning these possibilities, ]_a far’s commentary
stresses creation and renewal as a cycle of odg:{m! coming-to—be, annihela-
tion in mystical union (fand"), and the final abiding (baqd’) of the hunan mn
the divine and the divine in the human.

The reader will note that the following passages tak_e very smaﬂ sec-
tions of the Qur'an and comment on them without reférnng to their large:
Qur’anic context. This kind of commentary exisfs in a world where the
larger context is presumed to be known by the audience. For c.he reader not
immersed in the Qur’an, contextual questions will no doubt arise thar would
require lengthy Qur’anic quotarions and exp]anaa(?ns of tbe‘m——sometnmg
beyond the scope of this book. Yer the interpreuadions of, _.Is f%r.rhcre car be
appreciated on another level withour a large contextualization apparatis
Although they might seem atomized in the way they are p'resemed, certam
key themes and images in Ja‘far’s commentary keep coming bac_k and will
set the stage for later Suft developments.

JA'FAR’S COMMENTARY ON SELECTED AFTERLIFE VERSES
43:70-72

Enter the garden, you and your spouses, gladdened!
Around them plates of gold will be passed and cups of gold
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Containing what each self craves and what pleases the eye
You are there, eternally!

That is the garden that you have inberited with whar you have done,
“Containing what each self craves and what pleases the eye.” Ja'far said:
"What the self craves and what pleases the eye are two distincr categories,
All of whar the garden contains, of bliss, gratificarion, and pleasures—next
to what pleases the eye—is like a finger plunged into the sea. The grarifi-
cations of the garden have a limit and an end because they are created. The
eve finds no pleasure in this enduring abode, but rather in the enduring one

(al-bagz), the majestic, the most high. There is no limit in that, no artribute,
no end.

§5:11  “In it are froit and date palms with unfolding calyxes.” Ja'far said:
T'ne real made the hearts of his friends into gardens of his intimacy. He
planted in them the trees of knowing, roots firm in the secrets of their
hearts, branches standing in the presence of witness. In every time they
gather the fruits of intimacy. This is what is meanz by his saying “In it are
frnt and date palms with unfolding calyxes,” chat is, of all kinds. Each one
gathers from it a kind according to the capacity of his labor and whar is
nnveiled for him of the manifestations of knowing and the traces of friend-
ship with the divine."

76:21:  “And their lord quenched them with a drink that was pure.” Ja‘far
said: He quenched them with unity in their hearts secret. They were lost
(k) 10 everything other than him, not waking except upon the vision, the
lifung of the veil between them and him, and the taking of the drink in what
1t was taken from. No state from himn endures. He comes forth in joy, in
presence, in seizure.?°

Concerning “a drink that was pure,” Ja*far said: He purifted them with

1w of everything other than him, since no creature can be in any way pure of
defilement.

82:13-14: “‘Surcly the pious are bound for bounty and surely the corrupt
a1e bound to hell-fire.” Ja'far said: The bounty is insight and witness. The
hell-fire consists of ego-selves; they contain kindled fires.

85.13: “He is the one who creates and renews his creation.” Ja*far said:

He creates and then annihilates everything that is other than him. Then he

tenews his creation and causes it to endure in his enduring.?' Concerning
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; “he is the one who creates and renews his creation,.” Ja‘far
the ¥ 5o sti: That is, he clothes the enemies in the garb of friends so
a$‘s§d{q tbe led along lirtle by lirtle. He clothes his friends in the garb of
they mjél:m; the; might not admire themselves.”? Then, at the moment of
cnﬂt"tﬁe qenews his creation.
deati
5 Letter Symbolism and Mystical Exegesis of the Opening
J “‘f‘;‘ Qlﬂ"""

st of the Qur'a begins with the phrase “In the name of Allah,

ssionste, the Caring.” This phrase is also pronounced at the be-

the C—ﬁ;f;mry surd of the Qur'an, though jt is only with the first that the
i

i comsiered am integral part of the sura. The first section of the ‘ g

Pf“"‘t focuses on this first Qur’anic verse, 1:1, taking f.-ach Iefre:
C””'mcﬁqu excluded) of the phrase and discussing its symbolic meaning
fshert ka, the first expression, “in the name of;,” in Arabic is bismi. Thus
For® s, B, S, and M,? will each be artached to 2 key word bascd
‘b"m”‘;;'me ferwers. In another example, Ja'far associates the letter A, e
on % i, which int Arabic is a straight vertical line, with a column, making
A m;mmt through a key word thar begins with alif, but :hz_'oug}: the
'cwn;f;he leser. The colema will become central in Sufi meditation on
bt of light. These lerter-symbols occur at the very beginning _of
mmlfwmm Je'far’s commentary on the first words of the Qur'in
JH0 b of the kind of letzer symbolism that has been popular in the
s wutid o the present day.* The commentary also contains A f?urfofd
[{J Ygfmregpremtion that might bear interesting comparison with sim-
fgﬂrﬁm medicval Kabbalah and Christian mysicism.

GARS COMMENTARY ON THE BEGINNING OF THE QUR'AN
W

| wetion: It is related of Ja*far ibn Muhammad that he said: Thebool. 2

fus four aspects: The expression, the allusion, the subdeties, and
alies The expression is for the masses, the allusion for the elite, the
jl;d ies for the Godftiends, and the realities for the prophets.

H pismi allahi r-rahmini r-rahim (In the name of Alleh, the Com- " N

W, the Caring)

it 015 52id of Ja‘far ibn Muhammad that he said: The §ishiser-
tlh,lmﬂ fiegi’) and ehe s is his names (#S#2’) and the A/ is his domimon
Iy
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{mulk). The faith of the believer—his remembrance is through his enduring.
The service of the seeker—his remembrance is through his names. The
knower passes away from the kingdom into its king,

1:1 He also said: bism has three letters: The B, §, and Af. The B is the bzé
(gate) of prophecy. The § the srr (secret) of the Prophet to the elite of his

community. The M is the kingdom {mu/%) of the faith which includes the
white and the black.

I:1 It is related that when Ja*far ibn Muhammad was asked abous the verse
bisni liabi r-rabman ar-raftm (In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the
Caring) he said: The B is the splendor (ahz’} of Allah and the § is his bril-
liance {sana’) and the M is his glory (majd). Allah is 2 God of every thing,
the Compassionate 10 all his creatures, the Caring for his believers espe-
cially. Of Ja'far it js related that he said of the word “Allah” [in this verse]
that it is the complete name because it has four letters: the A—and that is
the column of unity;** the first /and that is the tablet (few) of understanding,
the second /and thar is the tablet (fzw$) of prophecy, and the 4 is the furthest
reach of allusion. Allah is 1 singular name, unique, that cannot be attribured
<0 anything; rather all things are auributed to it. Tts interpretation is the
object of worship which is the God of ereatures, yet beyond any perception
of what-it-is> and any comprehension of how-it-is* — veiled from all gaze
and imaging, covered by its majesty from all perception.

These excerpts are relatively brief, and sometimes cryptic. As the reader
proceeds through this volume, however, the key Qur'anic passages and
Ja'farian interpretations should become clearer as they are reflected in a
wide variety of later Suff literature. Also helping to clarify the Ja'farian exe-

gesis Is the second example of early Sufi Qur'an imterpretation that follows
here: the interpreration of Sahi ar- Tustari.

¢ ¢ ¢

SAHL AT-TUSTARI
(FROM THE INTERPRETATION
OF THE MAJESTIC QUR’AN)

INTRODUCTION

The second selection of Sufi exegesis is taken from the Qur'anic commen-
sary of Muhammad Sah! ibn ‘Abdullah ar-TustarT.?® Sahi was born in the
towy of Tustar, from which he takes his nickname, and died in the famous
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center of Arabic learning, Basra, in 283/986. Sahl d'id not write treatises ?f
his own, but his sayings were collected by his pupil Mubammsd ibn .?ﬁhm
(d. 297/909). As will become apparent tbmugbc.)ut 'r_hxs vo]urf]e, Sahl’s in-
fluence on later Sufi writings is enormous. Sahl is given credit for the first
major expression of a pumber of key Sufi themes: the pre-eternal cpven::r
betwees humanity and deity, the erernal column of Muhammadizn light, the
view that only the deity has the right to say “1,” and the notton that Satan
will eventually be redeemed.” Tustari is presented in the classical som’r.:‘[s
as having been influenced by the famous early Suff master Dhu n-Nun d—
Misri. In turn, he had a strong influence on sucb.kcy ﬁgures as Junayd,
Hallaj, and Muhammad ibn Salim, all of whom will be dJscuss::-d later in
this volume. Sahl’s thought, though deeply grounded in the Qur’ant and d'ze
shari‘a, provoked criticism on the part of certain groups. Sahl died in exile
" Bﬁ;f;; selections below focus on two of Sahi’s more original and influ-
ential conrributions to Sufi thought: his theories of the Pre—ecema[ conven-
ant (mithdq) and the Muhammadian light. These selections are eranslated ;:;;ﬂ
full, even though at times Sahl seems to digress into other issues, such as the
rather enigmatic definition of adab, refined behavior, which he offers ngh;
in the middle of his exegesis of the pre-eternal covenant passage. Althoug
such passages are puzzling, I have pot deleted them because what fems
digression by some contem };iorar_.y .stand‘ards was simply a part of a less linear
in early Suff writings. : ]
form ’Io'fr':fa‘;?’bsﬂ:;demtsﬁding of theffre-etemal covenant is based on a, single
famous verse in Surz 7. In the previous verses (7.-{ 69-171), tbe Qut_'a.n bafi
been discussing the covenant of previous prophetic communities chf:ﬂ their
lord and the consequences of breaking that covenant, Then sur:ia‘erl1 ly, in
versc 7:172, the perspective shifts from the historieal to the pre- apd post-
hisrorical: “When your lord took from the sons of Adam, from their loins,
their progeay {dhuriyya) and had them witness over themselves. Am I J;:t
your lord? Indeed, we bear witness, dzeyrepbfg;‘ That they might say on the
ction, of this we were unaware!” o
i oir(—‘hm;:r:{:a difficulty in the Qur’anic verse in @sangms]ung the sons (?f
Adam from their progency. If the verse is referring to all human beings 11;
their latent, preexistent seatc, are not ail humans both the sons of, Adam 21
the progency of the sons of Adam? The difficult syntax of the Qur'anic VEFS:'
is further complicated when brought into the framework o’r: the pre-ctern
convenant story of Tustari. Tustari takes “sons of Ada:m as referring 1o
the prophets, and their progeny as the rest of humankind over whom the
prophets were placed as guides.
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The verse regarding the progeny (dhuriyya) of the sons of Adam be-
comes the foundation for Suff “excmplarism,” the view thar at the end of
tme (the day of resurrection), or in the mystical experience, each person
reverts back to that pure self which (as progeny of Adam and his sons) bore
witness to its loyalty in its preexistence. A later example of the embedding
of this idea in early Sufi chought can be found in ane of the essays of Junayd
(see Chapter 8 in this volume). The preexistent covenant of each person
with his lord is balanced by a reference to the final da y of restirrection, when
each soul will see his eternal destiny. The logic of the Qut’anic phrase is
that the preexistent covenant guarantees that the Jast Jjudgment will not come:
as ¢ towal surprise. Yer the grammar is strange, The preeternal convenant
seems to be intended as 4 warning, so that at the final Judgment soufs wilf

* not claim they were unaware of the consequences of their actions. Bur the
text says: ““Thar they might say on the day of resurrection, of this we were
umaware!” One would expect: “lest” or “thar they mighe not say on the day
of resurrection, ‘of this we were unaware.’ ” Some Qur'anic interprerers fill
in the negative. Bur the lack of the negative might be an aspect of a certain
sardonic voice thar tends to recur in Qurianic discussions of the day of
resurrection or judgment. At any rate, Tustari’s in terpretation of this verse
was to place the preexistent convenant at the heart of early Sufi notions of
mystical union.

Tustari’s views on the “light of Muhammad” are of particular interesc
for their lyrical beauty and the sweep of the mystical conception. Although
we might expece such “light mysticism™ to emerge from a commentsry on
the famous “light verse” of the Quy'an, and though that verse is clearly
behind much of Tustari’s discussion, the articulation of his light mysticism
occurs in the context of other Qur’anic cirations, especially the commenzary
on the “vision” episodes (53:1-18). Yer i is the light verse that is the un-
spoken foundation of this majestic comimentary, as it was to become the
matrix of the long tradition of light mysticism within Islam.” Before pre-
senting selections from Tustari’s commen rary then, we begin with the
Qur'anic light verse. Of special interest is the way in which the supremely
dyrical depiction of divine light, with a continual movement from simile to

similc, is framed by 2 more theoretical discourse on the nature of symbols,
signs, and likeness.

The “Light Verse” from the Sura of Light (24:35):

God is the light of the beavens and carth.
The light like the Fight of a lamp in a niche
The lamp enclosed in a cover of glass
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The glass like a glistening rtar

Kindled from the oil of @ blessed tree

An olive not of the Fast not of the West

1es oil glows forsh nearly without the touch of fire
Light on light God guides to bis light whomever he wills
Allab strikes symbols for bumankind

Allah in all things ic most knowing,

SELECTIONS FROM TUSTARY'S TAFSIR

(7:172) When your lord taok from the soms of Adam, from their lsins, they
progeny and bad them witness over themselves

Concerning this saying of the Most High, Sahl said that God Mo
High took the prophets from the loins of Adam, blessings and peace upon
him. Then he took from the loin of each prophet his progeny {bursyys) 1
the form of seeds (dhurr) with intellects, He rook from the prophets thex
covenant, as he said (33:7): When we make a covenant with the prophets ana’

with you {i.e., Mubammad and with Noab.” The covenant bound them to :

arrain from God Most High his command and his prohibition.*

Then the Most High called them to affirm all together his lordshup, t“

through his word: “Am I not your lord?” He displayed his power unul chey

said: “Yes, indeed.” In their saying “yes, indeed,” Allah brought together #

his design from his creatures and their original and final destiny.” The ax-
pression “yes, indeed” (befa) in their reply is related to the word sz’
(trial].** God Most High said (11:7): “His throne was upon water that he
might try you.”"’

He had the prophets bear witness against them®®—as is indicated ip his o
saying: “‘He made them bear witness against themselves.” Then he returned
them to the loins of Adam, peace wpon him. Then he sent the prophets o

remind them of his compact and covenant.
On the day they made their avowal, he had already stored in his know]-
edge who would go back on it and who would remain loyal to it. The hout

e

will not occur until every person upon whom the covenant was sworn

emerges [into the world). Then the hour will arrive. He [Ja*far] was asked 4
‘What are the signs of joy and wretchedness? He said that among the signs .

of wretchedness is the denial of the [divine] power (qudra) and among the

signs of grace is that you should be open-hearted in faith, and that you shouid ¢ °
prosper in the hearc and be preserved in obedience and be granted success

in renunciation.

g

“.. ‘What 15 adab? He said; Make barley your food, dates Your sweets
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; & , salt your
+ tannmg agent, milk your grease, wool your clothing, mosques your houses,
1

% che snn your light, the moon your lamp, warter your perfume, cleanliness

= you splendor, precaution your adornment, being-content {or he might have

: e -
sad “Lontentment’) your work—-self-vigilance your provisions; your meals
no-turnal; yonr sleep diurnal; remembrance your speech; meditation your
suence and your care; admonition your gaze, lord, refuge, and champion. In

whilc in 2 city, and missing the pilgrimage (hajj) while in Mecca,

.3 Sanl sud: Now as for the Pprogeny, there are three kinds,

- 1 Ihle first is Myhammad—God’s blessings and peace upon him— be-
- ranse God Most High, when he wished 1o create Muhammad, God’s bi

ings and peace upon him, manifested some of his light. When it atrained th
vell of majesty, it bowed down in prayer before Allah. Allah create g
the \arda (posmon_ of prayer) a great column like 8 glass of light, as both his

essence, source, eye) of
. He stood in service he-
fore the lord of the rwgo worlds for one thousand thousand years with the

. veiling of certitude, and
the itness of the lord, Allah Mast High favored him with sucha wim::ss a
thowsand thousand years befare the beginning of ¢

n the world whom Iblis~—God’ reacon- There is no one

§ curse upon him—does not master and
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of our Prophet—God’s peace and blessings upon him—that our Prophet,
blessings and peace upan him, had not already fulfilled.*’

When asked about the meaning of the word of the Prophet—blessings
and peace of Allah upon him—*I am not like any of you; my lord gives me
to eat and drink™* —Sahl [at-Tustari] said: It is not that he had food or drink
with him bur rather he was recalling his uniqueness before God Most High.
He would be %ke one who eats and drinks. If he had food and drink, he
would have preferred [to give i] to his family and the people of the bench.**

2. The second is Adam, God bless him. Allah created him from light [of
Muhammad?] {so said the Prophet—peace upon him)* and he created Mu-
hammad, God bless him and grant him peace, that is, Muhammad’s body,
from the clay of Adam, peace upon him.

3. The third is the progeny of Adam. Allah Almighty and Majestic created
the seckers from the light of Adam and created the guides from the light of
Muhammad, God bless him and grant him peace.* The common people live
in the compassion of the people of nearness and the people of nearness Iive
in the compassion of the one who makes (or is made) near. Their light
became available at their disposal and through their faith,

He said, Most High (7:176), “If we had wished, we would have raised
him high.” This saying refers to Bal‘dm ibn Ba‘ira.** However (7:176), “he
lingered on the earth and followed his desire,” and turned away through
following his desire. God Most High portioned out desire among his ene-
mies, allotting each cnemy his share, When one of his enemies inclines 1o
desire, harm rises to his hearr.

Know that the self contains a secret. He did not manifest that secret to
any of his creatures except Pharach, who said (79:24): “I am your lord most
high.” He said: How can we find peace from desire? He replied, whoever
imposes adab upon his self finds peace from it. Whoever overwhelms his
self with adab worships with sincerity Allah Almighty and Majestic.

He said: And the self has seven heavenly veils and seven earthly veils
‘Whenever a self entombs itselfin the earth, its heart rises up through heaven
after heaven. When the self is entombed beneath the soil, the heart rises o
the throne.

It has been related of Kahmas that he would pray one thousand rakas
[sets of bodily motions and positions in prayer] every night and day and that
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he w.-nuld say the tas/7m invocation betwecn each pair of rak's, and then say
to himself: Rise, O refuge of every evil; I am not content with you,*

. Of his word, Most High (7:180): “Allah’s are the beautiful names. Call
him by them"; Sahl said that behind the names and the attributes are ateri-
butes that cannot be penetrated by understanding because the real is a raging
fire. There is no way there. There is no choice but to plunge into it.*’

Surat an-Najm (The Sura of the Star) 53:1-12

By the star when it falls

Your companion bas not gene astray nor is he debuded
He does not speak out gf desire

1t is nothing less thanm am inspiration inspived
Taught to bim by ome of great power

And strength that stretched out over

While on the bighert horizon

Then it drew mear and descended

At a distance of two bows’ length or nearer
He inspired in his servant what be inspired
The beart did not fie in what it saw

Will you then dispute with hin on hir vision?

Surat an-Najm, 53:13-18

He raw it descending another time

At the lote tree of the furthest limit

Therein was the garden of sanctuary

When there envveloped the tree what enveloped it
His gaze did not turn aside nor did it overveach
He bad seen the signs of bis lord, grear signs.

Has saying, Most High (53:1-12), “By the star when it falls,” means: By
:iuhammad, God bless him and bring him peace, when he returns from
€aven.
Of his saying, Most High, “Your companion h i
' M ) panion has not gone astray nor is
he del'uded,” Sahl said: That is, he has not gone astray from the reZlity of
unity 1n any way and he did not follow the satan in his condition.**
His saying “He does not speak cut of desire” means that he does not
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pronounce any falsehood. Sahl said: His propouncement was one of the veils
of Allah Most High, so how eould desire or the Shaytan oppose him?

His saying, Most High, “Then it drew near and descended” means it
came closer and closer. His saying, Most High, “The heart did not li¢ in
what it saw,” refers to his face-to-face witness of his lord with the insight
of his heart. “Will you then dispute with him on his version?”—that is,
from us and through us.* What he saw from us and through us is better
than what he saw through himself.

Of the saying “He sav. it descending another time,” he said: This
means in the beginning when God Most High and Most Praised created
bim—it is said—as light in the form of a column of light,** one thousand
thousand years before the creation of creations, with the dispositions of
faith unveiling hidden through the hidden. He stood before him in
worshipfulness.

“Ar the lote tree of the furthest limit,” that is the tree at which the
knowledge of everyene ends. “When there enveloped the tee what enve-
loped it.” This means that the lote tree of the light of Muhammad—God’s
blessing and peace upon him—in his worship, is like moths of gold. The
real sends them out as a marvel from its secrets, All that serves to increase
support for him when he is assailed by the oncomings.”

“His gaze did not turn aside nor did it overreach.” He said: He did not
incline to the signs of himself nor to the witnessing of himself. Rather he
witnessed through his universality his lord mast high, wirnessing the at-
wributes that were made manifest to him and that required comnstancy in
that stage. '

“He had seen the signs of his lord, great signs.” This statement refers
to the attributes that appeared from his signs. He saw them but in seeing
them he did not sbandon the object of his witness and was nat cut off from
the proximity of his objcet of worship. The vision only increased him
love, longing, and power. Allah gave him the power to bear the manifesta-
tion and the sublime illuminations. That was a special favor for him over the
rest of the prophets. Do you not see how Musa was struck down upon
the manifestation? In an experience of double that intensity, the Prophet,
blessing and peace of Allah upon him, broke through in his face-to-face
witness with the gaze of his heart. He was held firm through the powei of
his condition and the grandeur of his station and rank.**




