Al-Qushayri’s Fatwa and His Risalah:
Their Relevance to Intra-Islamic
Dialog Today

Kenneth L. Honerkamp

This is an epistle that the indigent one in need of God Most High, Abd al-
Karim b. al-Qushayri, has addressed to all the Sufi community in the lands
of Islam in the year 437/1045.

— Al-Risalah al-Qushariyah
Abstract

At a time when suicide bombers are targeting Sufi shrines in India
and Pakistan and, as stated by Hamid Algar, “some Western schol-
ars and numerous present-day Muslims see Sufism as an extrane-
ous growth owing little to the authoritative sources of Islam or as
a sectarian development that occurred at a given point in Islamic
history,”! the relevance of the fatwa issued in 436/1044 by Abu
al-Qasim Abd al-Karim b. Hawazin al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072)?;
his famous “Complaint of the People of the Sunna Recounting the
Persecution that has Befallen them” = “Complaint,” (Shikayat Ahl
al-Sunnah bima Nalahum min al-Mihna),’ written in 446/1054;
and his Epistle on Sufism (4/-Risalah al-Qushayrivah fi ‘Ilm al-
Tasawwuf = Risalah) composed in 437/1045 cannot be stressed
enough. His fatwa and subsequent imprisonment and exile from
his native city of Nishapur exemplifies the sociopolitical ramifi-
cations of what is most commonly assumed to be a pronounce-
ment of a juridical or legal nature. The Risalah itself historically
demonstrates the existence of a virtue-based ethical discourse of
formative Sufism that delineates a strategy for attaining wisdom
and an intimate knowledge of God. I will refer to this discourse
as being a facet of fatwa founded upon correct comportment (fatrwa
akhlagr).
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Introduction

Al-Qushayri, a pillar of Islamic orthodoxy, was known for his mastery of the
multiple fields of hadith narration, Arabic grammar, Shafi‘i jurisprudence,
speculative theology (‘ilm al-kalam) and the science of Islamic mystical
thought (Sufism). He issued his fatwa at a time when Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari
(d. 324/935), founder of the Ash‘ari school, was being cursed as an unbeliever
from the pulpit.* His fatwa affirmed that the theological precepts being taught
by this man accorded with the Sunni creed of the Ahl al-Hadith scholars of
al-Qushayri’s day. His Risalah is a lengthy essay composed both for the Sufis
of his time as a reminder of Sufism’s inherently ethical nature and as a vindi-
cation of its authentic Islamic roots (i.e., its foundational principles were drawn
from the Qur’an and the Sunnah) for those who doubted its legitimacy.

His fatwa and Risalah compliment each other and today offer anyone,
both Muslim and non-Muslim seekers of an understanding of the human spirit,
a testimony of humanity’s timeless spiritual quest and the textual sources and
interpretive and analytic methodologies from which it is drawn. They also
provide for the scholar of Islam a wealth of biographical information on early
Sufis and their teachings, an in-depth analysis of terminology, and intimate
discourse on its practices and ethical character. These latter elements played
a central role in Islamic society, for they served as the vehicle by which Islam’s
essential ideals and values were integrated into the cloth of the community’s
spiritual, intellectual, social, and even political life.

The Risalah represents the confluence of two seminal Islamic traditions:
(1) the intellectual textual discourse derived from the foundational elements
of Islamic spirituality (viz., the Qur’an and the Sunnah) in conjunction with
the texts transmitted down the generations by the scholarly elite that was ded-
icated to preserving and transmitting the Prophetic example within the
ummabh; and (2) with an oral tradition that was an integral facet of the textual
tradition. The Risalah includes this oral tradition along with all of the relevant
individual chains of transmission (asnad). This oral tradition established itself
in the early works of Sufism, such as Abu Talib al-Makki’s (d. 386/996) Qut
al-Quliib, the works of Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021), and the
manuals of the formative period of Sufi development such as the works of al-
Kalabadhi (d. 380/990) and Abu Nasr Abd Allah al-Sarraj (d. 378/988).

This paper will treat the relevance of this confluence and the need to rein-
troduce the importance of its role in affirming the legitimacy of both perspec-
tives within the context of intra-Islamic discourse today. Toward realizing this
goal, [ will present and critique the newly translated A/-Risalah al-Qushayriyah
fi ‘Ilm al-Tasawwuf) by Alexander D. Knysh and The Center for Muslim Con-



Honerkamp: Al-Qushayri’s Fatwa and His Risalah 107

tribution to Civilization (London: Garnet Publishers, 2007).> T do so in the hope
that it might play a central role in initiating a new dialog for those less familiar
with the major personalities and mentors of formative Sufism as well as its es-
sential teachings and doctrines.

The Fatwa

In 436/1044, al-Qushayri, the renowned scholar and author of The Epistle on
Sufism (Al-Risalah al-Qushayriyah fi ‘llm al-Tasawwuf'= Risalah), issued a
fatwa affirming that the Ahl al-Hadith community of Qushayri’s day shared
al-Ash‘ari’s theological perspectives and that they were therefore in complete
accordance with Orthodox Sunni Islam. His fatwa, signed by Nishapur’s most
renowned Shafi‘i scholars, stated:

In the name of God the most merciful the Compassionate — The companions
of hadith [narration] (ashab al-hadith) agree that Abu al-Hasan Ali b. Isma‘il
al-Ash‘ari was an imam among the imams of the ashab al-hadith and his
school (madhhab) is the madhhab of the ashab al-hadith. He spoke on the
foundational precepts of religious thought (usil al-diyanat) following the
path of the Ahl al-Sunnah criticizing and responding to those who differed
from them among the people of deviation and innovation. He was a drawn
sword against the Mu’tazilites and Rafidites (Shi‘is in the terminology of the
time) and the innovators among the People of the Qiblah as well as against
those who have left the community (al-millaf) [all together]. Whoever de-
fames [his character] (fa ‘ana) or maligns him or curses or reviles him has in-
deed vilified all the Ahl al-Sunnah. We have written these lines in obedience
to this [perspective] on this topic in Dhu al-Qa ‘dah in the year 436. The [truth
of the] matter is as stated here (wa al-amr ‘ala hadhihi al-jumlat al-
madhkirat fi hadha al-dhikr). Written by Abu al-Qasim Abd al-Karim b.
Hawazin al-Qushayri.°

This fatwa was the result of a controversy that had arisen in Khurasan after
the Saljugs replaced the Ghaznavids in 432/1040. The first Saljuq ruler, Tughril
(r. 429/1038-455/1063) at first had good relations with al-Qushayri and the
Shafi‘i scholars of Nishapur. This state of affairs did not last, however, for, in
the words of Algar, “Tughril’s minister, Amid al-Mulk al-Kunduri, an adherent
of the Hanafi legal school and possibly a Mu’tazilite in theological persuasion
gained permission from Tughril to initiate a campaign against the Shi‘is (al-
Rawafid, in the polemical language of the day) and against “innovators” (Ahl
al-Bid‘ah). The latter is an imprecise term that seems to have indicated prima-
rily, in this case, the followers of the Ash‘ari school of theology.””” In Nishapur



108 Ifia’and Fatwa in the Muslim World and the West

the Ash’arT school had come to be identified with the Shaf*i school of jurispru-
dence. This turned the anti-Ash‘ari rhetoric into an equally vehement anti-
Shafi‘i rhetoric, with the result that the city’s Shafi‘i scholars lost privileges to
teach and preach in the city’s principle mosque. This animosity led to Abu al-
Hasan al-Ash‘ari being reviled as an unbeliever from the city’s pulpits. All of
the above led al-Qushayri to issue the above fatwa. Note the year was 436/1044,
only a year before he penned his Risalah, to which we shall soon return.

Despite his outspoken position against this anti-Ash‘ari campaign, al-
Qushayri continued to teach and give public lectures in Nishapur. This tense
state of affairs continued for ten years, until in 446/1054 he composed an open
letter to the scholarly community of the Islamic world, complaining of how
the Ash‘ari-Shafi‘i scholars were being harassed in Nishapur: The Complaint
of the People of Sunnah Relating the Persecution that Has Befallen Them
(Shikayat Ahl al-Sunnah bima Nalahum min al-Mihna). This epistle raised the
issue to a broader audience. In the Shikayat he enumerates and then categori-
cally refutes the main accusations lodged against al-Ash‘ari and affirms that
the foundation of Ash‘ari theology is based upon the Qur’an and Sunnah.

This long delineation of the spurious nature of the anti-Ash‘ari arguments
brought matters to a head; al-Kuduri ordered al-Qushayri’s arrest and impris-
onment in the city’s citadel. He was soon released, however, when the local
Shafi‘is stormed the citadel and freed him. After this he made his way to Bagh-
dad, where he was well received by the Abbasid caliph al-Qa’im bi Amir’illah
and the scholars of the city. Tughril died in 455/1063, and Alp Arslan ascended
to the Saljuq throne. Al-Kunduri was killed and replaced by Nizam al-Mulk,
the renowned founder of the Nizamiya institutions of higher education, per-
haps the first university of the medieval world. Nizam al-Mulk was a Shafi‘i
and, in Algar’s words, “sympathetic to Ash‘ari theology.” Under the new sul-
tan and his minister, the Shafi‘is regained their privileges as Nishapur’s schol-
arly elite and al-Qushayri returned and spent the remainder of his life there.
He died on Rabi‘ al-Awwal 16, 465/December 31, 1072 and was buried next
to his master Abu Ali al-Daqqgaq (d. 412/1021). In a citation attributed to al-
Imam Abd al-Ghafir, al-Qushayri was

the absolute Imam (al-imam mutlaq); ... the spokesperson of his era and the
authority of his time; God’s secret among his creation (sirru Allah fi
khalghi)... one who had combined [knowledge of] the Law (shar?’ah) and
[knowledge of] Divine reality (hagiqah). He was knowledgeable of the foun-
dational principles of religion (usi/) according the school of al-Ash‘ari as
he was of the branches (furii’) of the religious sciences according to the
school of al-Sha’fi.8
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Al-Qushayri: His Life and Social Context

The above events and the textual record we have of them contextualize the
sociopolitical and intellectual environment that both nurtured and defined al-
Qushayri and the city in which he lived, studied, taught, and preached. Al-
Qushayri himself and his Risalah reflect an environment, established well
before his own time, that resonated with what Laury Silvers has termed Ahl
al-Hadith culture, a culture known

for taking the position that one should settle ethical, legal, or theological
matters by referring to already established principles transmitted from the
Prophet through his companions and their followers ... and thus [establish-
ing] a common culture of authority grounded in a perceived continuity be-
tween the Prophet’s community and their own.’

This continuity was a measure of the authenticity of all the fields of intel-
lectual discourse of those times. We thus find al-Qushayri, who addressed his
Risdlah to “all the Sufi community of the lands of Islam,” was himself a pillar
of Islamic orthodoxy, known for his mastery of the multiple fields of hadith
narration, Shafi‘i jurisprudence (figh) and speculative theology (‘ilm al-
kalam), and as an initiate to the science of Islamic mystical thought, or Sufism.
In al-Qushayri’s times, as we have seen, theological discourses directly im-
pacted the sociopolitical atmosphere, legal schools were vying for adherents,
and, as Ahmet Karamustafa has stated, “the temptation to process Sufi thought
with the new tools of kalam and figh in order to develop a theologically and
legally savvy form of Sufism was too irresistible.”'® These tools are evident
in the Risalah and we find that al-Qushayri, just a generation after al-Sulami
(one of his mentors), employed them eloquently and in a masterful fashion to
compose the work that would come to assume, as Karamustafa puts it, “‘canon-
ical status for most later Sufis and observers of Sufism alike.”"

There is a tendency today to compartmentalize Islamic discourse into the
realms of jurisprudence, theology, and mystical ethics (Sufism). Those who
study jurisprudence and theology often neglect seminal Sufi works on the
grounds that its roots are often derived from their authors’ personal experience
or as being contextualized within a dated historical ambience. Yet the training
and expertise that al-Qushayri brought to bear in his works and the legacy he
left testify to his roots in hadith narration and collection, Shafi‘i jurisprudence,
and Ash‘ari kalam. Three of the builders of Ash‘ari kalam served as his men-
tors'2; Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Furak (d. 406/1015), Abu Ishaq
al-Isfarayni (d. 418/1027), and the Maliki Abu Bakr al-Bagillani (d. 403/1013).
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Under them, al-Qushayri became one of the best known among the Shafi‘i-
Ash‘ari faction of Nishapur, which explains why, along with Abu al-Ma‘ali al-
Juwayni (d. 478/1085-6), he was persecuted during 445/1053 and 456/1064.
Another key aspect of comprehending the person of al-Qushayri and his
participation in the full intellectual discourse of his day is his legacy, namely,
his writings. Algar orients these works within his lifetime: “He seems to have
been conscious of their value himself, for he employed a number of scribes to
copy them under his supervision and used them as texts in many of the classes
he taught.” Not all his works have reached us today; however, the majority of
what has survived is available in print. Along with the Risalah, these are:

*  Lata’if al-Isharat bi Tafsir al-Qur’an, a multi-volume commentary of
Sufi exegesis begun in 437/1045.1

o Sharh li Asma’ Allah al-Husnd, an elucidationg of the 99 names of God
and the mystical-ethical facet of each name as it impacts personal piety
and practice.'

o Al-Tahbir fi al-Tadhkir Sharh Asma’ Allah al-Husna, a similar work.

*  Kitab al-Mi ‘raj, a work on the hadith and meaning of the Prophet’s as-
cension and its relationship to the nature of sanctity in Islam."

*  Al-Rasa’il al-Qushayriyah, including threes short treatises: Shikayat Ahl
al-Sunnah bima Nalahum min al-Mihna (already mentioned), Tartib al-
Sulitk (al-Qushayri’s own guide to the traveler on the Sufi path), and
Kitab al-Sama ‘ (on the Sufi practice of audition).

*  Al-Fusil fi al-Usil and Luma’'fi al-1 ‘tigad, two short dogmatic works of
Ash‘ari kalam edited by Richard Frank in Mélanges (1982), 15:53-74
and (1983) 16:59-75.

*  Nahwa al-Quliib, which exists in two editions, the major (al-Kabir) and the
minor (al-Saghir), is a Sufi commentary on the rules of Arabic grammar.

Another facet to our understanding of al-Qushayri and his Risalah was
the existence in Nishapur of jurist-Sufis like Abu Sahl al-Su’luki and tradi-
tionalist-Sufis like Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami, who had already con-
tributed to the understanding of Sufism within the aforementioned ambience
of Ahl al-Hadith culture. Nishapur, the capital of Khurasan, was known from
early times to be the home of such training masters as Hamdun al-Qassar (d.
271/884-85) and Abu Hafs al-Haddad (d. c. 265/878-79) and his disciple Abu
Uthman al-Hiri of the Malamatiyah.'® The Malamatis represented the city’s
major mystical-ethical school and held the lower soul (rafs) in constant sus-
picion. According to Karamustafa, “unless the nafs was controlled it would
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inevitably waylay the pious believer through self-conceit ( ‘ujb), pretense
(iddi‘a’), and hypocrisy (riya’) and would thus prevent the believer from
reaching his true goal, which was the achievement of sincere, selfless devotion
to God (ikhldas).”'” They therefore avoided any public display of pious or
praiseworthy works. This orientation of the early Malamatiyah teaching mas-
ters imparted to Khurasan and Nishapur a reputation for sincerity. Al-Junayd
(d. 297/910), known as the “Leader of the Folk,” testified to this trait:
“Chivalry is in Syria, eloquence is in al-Iraq, and sincerity is in Khurasan.”

All of the above traits led Nishapur to be known as a center of formative
Sufism. Here, the young al-Qushayri frequented the foremost scholars of his
days in hadith, Shafi‘i jurisprudence, and speculative theology ( ilm al-kalam).
In this political, cultural, and intellectual center of Khurasan he also encoun-
tered and became the disciple of the renowned Sufi masters (shaykh) Abu Ali
al-Hasan al-Daqqaq (d. 412/1021) and Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 421/
1021). The Risalah is thus a composite work that reflects a multi-faceted re-
ality of intellectual discourse, of oral and textual tradition, and thus portrays
in an intimate and personal manner Sufism’s central role in Islamic society as
the vehicle by which Islam’s essential ideals and values were integrated into
the cloth of the community’s spiritual, intellectual, social, and political life.
On the importance of the Risalah’s composite nature as being a key to its en-
during nature, Karamustafa aptly remarks:

This happy marriage between Sufism and legal-theological scholarship is
the hallmark of the Treatise, and Qushayri’s harmonious packaging of the
two modes of learning and piety, along with his overall reputation among
scholars (that is due, at least in part, to the persecution he suffered) as well
as the astute inclusion of biographical notices into his survey of Sufism, goes
a long way to explaining the Treatise’s enduring popularity. '

Then, from another and perhaps a more academic perspective, one could
say as well that Qushayri’s Risalah will remain an essential reference work
for scholars and students of Sufism and Islamic thought and theology, Muslim
and non-Muslim alike; Sufi adepts and all those with an interest in “the great
spiritual current present in all religions.”"

Al-Risalat al-Qushayriyah

In the light of the above, the Risalah is best understood as a lengthy manual or
a missive based upon the fatwa tradition and, as fatwas are, intended for the
benefit of the Muslim community as a whole. However, it surpassed the theo-
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logical argumentation that had elicited his earlier fatwa, introduced at the be-
ginning of this paper, as well his Shikayat Ahl al-Sunnah. In his defense of
Ash‘ari and the Ash‘ari school, Qushayri addressed the waywardness of his
co-religionists and the corrupt attitudes that had afflicted them due to the divi-
sive nature of their discourse. He wrote the first fatwa to meet the perceived
need to correct error and, in so doing, to reaffirm ethical rectitude within the
framework of the Muslim community as a whole. In the Risalah written in
437/1072, just a year after the fatwa, during a period of great trial and social
upheaval, Qushayri issued, as it were, a mystical-ethical fatwa (fatwa akhlaqr),
employing the format of a manual that, owing to its length, must have been in
preparation well in advance of its completion date. This perception broadens
our historical understanding of the term fatwa as going beyond any purely legal
discourse. Qushayri composed his work at a time when “true Sufis” had be-
come nearly extinct and Sufism was misunderstood among both its initiates
and the Muslim community. The Risalah was therefore composed to rectify
this misunderstanding and to affirm, while interpreting, Sufism’s validity in
light of the Qur’an and the Hadith literature. Its nature as a missive to the
ummah is clear in the author’s introduction:

Since our age keeps bringing only more and more difficulties and the ma-
jority of our compatriots continue to adhere stubbornly to their ways ... |
have begun to fear that the hearts of men might think that this whole affair
[Sufism] from the very beginning rested upon all those [faulty] foundations
and its early adherents followed the same corrupt habits. So I have composed
this epistle for you ... that [it] might strengthen the followers.?

The Risalah, however, was written with a dual purpose: to remind Sufis
of the authentic ancestral tradition and to vindicate Sufism against those
who doubted its legitimacy. This aspect and its relevance today is the most
important facet of this work’s relevace to Muslim intra-faith dialog for, as
Algar points out: “Sufis, however, were not the only intended audience of
the book; al-Qushayri was also concerned to demonstrate to all the shar T
appropriateness of distinctive Sufi practices (such as sama ‘) and to show
that the creed of the Sufis was identical to that of the Ahl al-Sunnah (in its
Ash‘ari formulation).”?! The author’s introduction therefore concentrates on
explaining the Sufis’ beliefs concerning the fundamentals of religion (pp.
4-14) and the Sufis’ creed, stressing their perception of divine unity (tawhid)
and the relation of the divine attributes to the divine Essence (pp. 14-16).
All of the narrations in the Risalah are provided complete with chains of
transmission (asndad). In order to elucidate Qushayri’s style and familiarize
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readers with this work’s key facets, I will cite narrative examples from the
text itself employing the translation of Alexander Knysh, unless otherwise
noted.

In his introduction, Qushayri discusses the varying categories of knowl-
edge. Among the scholars he draws upon are Abu al-Tayyib al-Maraghi,
whose narration he cites from Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami:

Muhammad b. al-Husayn told me: I heard Muhammad b. Abd Allah al-
Razi say: I heard Abu al-Tayyib al-Maraghi say: “To the intellect (‘ag/),
belongs argumentative proof, to wisdom (hikmah) allegorical allusion and
to intimate knowledge of God (ma ‘rifah), direct witnessing. The intellect
demonstrates, wisdom alludes, and ma ‘rifah witnesses directly the fact that
the purest acts of worship can only be attained by the purest belief in God’s
oneness.”

He in this narration on al-fawhid, citing al-Junayd as the source, states:

Someone asked al-Junayd about God’s oneness. He answered: Rendering
God one by realizing fully His unity through the perfection of His unique-
ness (infirad), that is, that He is the one and only, Who has not begotten and
has not been begotten (Q. 112:3) who has no opponents, rivals, likes, without
likening Him [to created things], without asking, how [He is], without rep-
resenting Him as an image or form, in accordance with [the verse] He has
no likeness, He is the Hearing, the Seeing (Q. 42:11).

The introduction’s final section deals with the Sufis’ beliefs as derived
from dispersed and collected saying of the masters of the path, as well as their
books, reads much like a short overview of Ash’ari theological text.

God Most High — praise be to Him — is existent, eternal, one, wise, powerful,
knowing, overpowering, compassionate, willing, hearing, glorious, exalted,
speaking, seeing, proud, strong, living, one, everlasting and self-sustaining
(Al-Samad).

He knows by [His] knowledge; He is powerful by [His] power; He wills by
[His] will; He sees by [His] sight; He speaks by [His] speech; He lives by
[His] life; He is everlasting by [His] everlastingness. He has two hands, which
are His attributes and with which He creates whatever He wishes and gives
it specific form. He has a face. The attributes of His essence are unique to it.
One must not say that they are He or that they are not He. They are [His]
eternal attributes and [His] everlasting properties. He is unique in His essence.
He is not similar to any created thing, nor is any created thing similar to Him.
He is neither a body, nor a substance, nor an accident. ...
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Chapter 1, “On the Masters of this path and their deeds and sayings that
show how they uphold the Divine Law (al-Shari’a)” (pp. 17-74), is a concise
presentation of the biographies and sayings of eighty-three early Sufi mentors
from the first generation up to al-Qushayri’s time. Their presence testifies to
the reality of an ongoing oral tradition and that Sufism never lost its oral qual-
ity as a narrative of its founders’ teachings that gave rise to it originally and
those who came after them.? It is this originality that we encounter in the
Risalah’s narratives that affirms Sufism’s centrality as a living oral tradition
resonating with the textual tradition of Islamic scholarship. The following ex-
amples will present a succinct overview of the biographical style al-Qushayri
employs in this oral tradition.

Abu Nagr Bishr b. al-Harith al-Hafi (c. 152-227/¢.766-841)

He came from the city of Marw. He lived in Baghdad, where he died. He
was a son of Ali bin Khashram’s sister. He died in the year 227/842. He was
a man of great stature. The following [episode] became the reason for his
repentance. He found on the road a small piece of paper upon which was
written the name of God — may He be exalted. This sheet was trampled upon
[by passer-bys]. He picked it up, purchased a dirham-worth of perfume,
sprinkled the sheet with it and put it in the crack of a wall. Then he saw a
dream as if someone told him, “O Bishr, you perfumed My name and I will
perfume yours in this world and the next!”

I heard my teacher Abu Ali al-Daqqaq — may God have mercy on him — say:
“Bishr was passing by a group of people who said, ‘This man does not sleep
all night and he breaks his fast only once in three days.” On hearing this,
Bishr began to cry. When someone asked him why, he said: “Verily, I do not
remember ever saying that I keep vigil during the entire night. Nor have I
said that after fasting during the day I do not break my fast at night. However,
God, in His kindness and graciousness, has revealed to the hearts [of the
people] more than His servant actually does — may He be blessed.’

I heard Shaykh Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami say: I heard Muhammad b.
‘Abdallah al-Razi say: | heard Abd al-Rahman b. Abi Hatim say: I came to
know that Bishr b. al-Harith al-Hafi said: “In a dream I saw the Prophet —
may peace and blessings be upon him! He asked me: ‘Bishr, do you know
why God has raised you above your contemporaries?’ I said: ‘I do not, Mes-
senger of God.” He said: ‘[It is due to] your following my Sunna, your serv-
ice to the righteous, your admonition of your brothers [in faith] and your
love of my Companions and my family. This is what brought you to the sta-
tions of the most pious men.””?
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Among the biographies included in this chapter are:

Abu Ishaq Ibrahim b. Adham b. Mansur

Abu al-Fayd Dhu al-Nun al-Misri (d. 245/859)

Abu Ali al-Fudayl b. ‘Iyad (d. 187/803)

Abu Mahfuz Ma‘ruf b. Fayruz al-Karhi (d. 200/816)

Abu al-Hasan al-Sari b. al-Mughallis al-Saqati (d.257/865)
Abu Abd Allah al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857)

Abu Ali Shaqiq b. Ibrahim al-Balkhi

Abu Yazid b. Tayfur b. ‘Isa al-Bistami (d. 261/875)

He concludes this section:

Here I have mentioned some of the masters of this community in order to
show that all of them have a great respect for the Divine Law (shari’a), that
they are committed to the paths of spiritual discipline, that they follow
unswervingly the Prophet’s Sunnah and that they never neglect a single re-
ligious rule. They all agree that whoever is remiss in the rules of proper con-
duct (adab) or in striving for perfection and does not build his or her life on
scrupulous piety and fear of God lies before God in whatever he claims.
Such a person is deluded. Not only has he perished himself, but also he has
caused to perish those who were deluded by his lies.

Chapter 2, “An Explanation of the Expressions used by this [Sufi] Com-
munity and of their difficulties” (pp. 75-119), introduces the concept of a spe-
cific terminology for each science and the necessity for defining and
elucidating each term within the context of its area of discourse. He writes:

It is well known that each group of scholars has its own terms which it em-
ploys within its own field. These terms are unique to each group, which has
agreed on them for its purposes, namely, (1) to bring these terms closer to
the understanding of those to whom they are addressed, and (2) by articulating
them, to help people of this science to better comprehend their meaning.

The people of this community [the Sufis] use these terms among themselves
with the goal of unveiling their meaning to one another, achieving concision
and concealing them from those who disagree with their method, so that the
meaning of their words would be hidden from outsiders. They have done so
to protect their mysteries from being spread among those to whom they so
not belong. For their realities cannot be collected by self-exertion or acquired
by any deliberate action. They are subtle meanings that God deposits directly
into the hearts of [His] folk, [after He has] prepared their innermost selves
for [the reception of] these realities.
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By this explanation we intend to facilitate the understanding of the meaning
of these terms by those who want to follow their path and their custom.?”

For example he explains the term wagt (moment) saying:

I heard that the master Abu Ali al-Daqqaq — may God have mercy on him —
said: “The moment is what you are in [now]. If you are in this world, then
your moment is in this world. If you are in the Hereafter, then your moment
is in the Hereafter. If you are in joy, then your moment is in joy. If you are
in sorrow, then your moment is in sorrow.” By this he meant that a moment
is a state that dominates a person.

The Sufis say: “The Sufi is the son of the moment (al-wagqt).” They mean
that he engages in the worship that is most appropriate for his current situation
and performs what is required of him at this moment in time. It is said that
the faqir (the aspirant on the path) does not care about his past and future.
All that matters for him is the moment in which he is now. Therefore, they
say: “Anyone who preoccupies himself with the past moment wastes another
moment.”?

On the nafs, (ego-self) he writes:

In the Arabic language, a thing’s nafs is its being. However, when the Sufis
utter the word nafs they imply neither being nor a physical body. Rather,
they imply the deficiencies of one’s character traits as well as one’s repre-
hensible morals and acts. The deficiencies of one’s character traits fall into
two categories: first, those which one acquires by oneself — namely, one’s
acts of disobedience and one’s sins; second one’s [inherent] base morals.
They are blameworthy in and of themselves. However, when a man seeks
to treat them and fight them, these blameworthy traits are extinguished in
him through a strenuous and uninterrupted effort.?

He defines twenty-nine terms in all. Historically speaking, these terms are
not found in the traditional works of Islamic jurisprudence (figh) and Qushayri’s
exposition in the Risalah, though not the first, is among earliest examples we
have of a glossary for Sufism. It should be remembered, however, that he is
narrating from a pre-existent scholarly tradition that had evolved with the cir-
cles of Sufi initiates during the generations prior to Qushayri’s generation.
These terms include wagt (the present moment), magam (a spiritual station),
hal (a spiritual state), gabd (contraction) and bast (expansion), haybah (awe)
and uns (intimacy), jam ‘ (collectedness) and farg (separation), fand’ (annihi-
lation) baga’ (subsistence), ‘ilm al-yaqin (certain knowledge), ‘ayn al-yaqin
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(essential certainty), haqq al-yaqin (the truth of certainty), qurb (proximity),
bu ‘d (distance), mahw (erasure), and ithbat (affirmation).

Having defined maqgam (station on the path to the intimate knowledge of
God) in the previous section, Qushayri begins chapter 3, “The Stations of the
Path (magamat)” (pp.111-339), the longest and most detailed chapter with a
detailed list and description of the various stations, beginning with repentance.
It helps to recall again that historically speaking the discourse contained in
this chapter is not to be found in the traditional works of Islamic jurisprudence
(figh), nor does it originate from Qushayri himself. Among the stations he
treats in this chapter are mujahad (striving), khalwah (spiritual retreat), ‘uzlah
(seclusion), tagwa (God wariness), zuhd (renounciation), sam¢ (maintaining
silence), khawf (fear), raja’ (hope), huzn (sorrow), khushii * (awe before God),
tawadu ‘ (humility), gana ‘ah (sufficiency), tawakkul (trust in God), yaqgin (cer-
tainty), and ikhlas (sincerity).

He finishes the Risalah with individual sections on:

*  How God protects the hearts of the path’s shaykhs and on the necessity
of not opposing them (pp. 339-42).

*  The Sufi practice of audition (sama’) (pp. 342-57)

*  The miracles of God’s friends (awliya’) (pp. 357-92)

*  The vision of the Sufis (ru 'yat al-gawm) (392-403)

»  Spiritual advice for Sufi aspirants on the path (wastyah li al-murid) (pp.
403-16).

Among his advice to the aspirants is that they should not ascribe infalli-
bility to Sufi masters. Instead, they should concede their states to them, think
well of them, and observe the limits set by God Most High in everything that
the master instructs them to do. This is sufficient for them in distinguishing
right from wrong.

Conclusion

The Risalah al-Qushayrivah fi ‘llm al-Tasawwuf dates from Islam’s classical
period and is the product of a wide reaching intellectual discourse that com-
prised all of the fields of the Islamic intellectual pursuits of the time. It was
written at a time of sociopolitical turmoil, when the Islamic community had
separated into factions due to differing opinions along juridical, theological,
and creedal and/or ideological lines — not unlike the situation today among a
large segment of the community. The Risalah contextualizes for us the im-
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portance of maintaining intra-Muslim dialog along the broadest possible lines,
which means that no areas of traditional discourse, including new ones, should
be excluded. A careful study of it and its author’s life and times will help us
understand some of the following points.

1. [fia’ and fatwa are not the sole domain of jurists.

2. The domain of fatwa extends beyond matters of jurisprudence and legal
discourse.

3. Agiven fatwa’s relevance may extend beyond its individual socio-histor-
ical context. For example, the Risalah was addressed to all Sufis in the
lands of Islam.

4. Theological and juridical discourse played an integral role in the formu-
lation of what we know and understand of classical Sufism today.

5. The Risalah can be read as a virtue-based ethical fatwa (farwa akhlaqr)
that affirms and elucidates that Sufism is not an extraneous aspect of
“mainstream Islam” that owes little to the authoritative sources of Islamic
intellectual discourse or a sectarian development that occurred at a given
point in Islamic history.

6. The Risalah testifies to a living oral tradition throughout the generations
prior to its composition in 446/1054, in which the ethics of virtue was
seen as a means to radically transform oneself.

Although Knysh’s translation leaves something to be desired, particularly
for the Arabist, but on the whole it is complete and faithful to the original text
in form and content.* It reads very well and renders accessible, in its tone and
content, this seminal work of formative Sufism to a broader audience than ever
before.
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Discussion

Discussant: Mahmoud Ayoub

Islam is based on submission to God and not the ideas of human beings. The heritage
that we attribute to the Sufi tradition — the ascetics, the “weepers” who wept when
they read a verse dealing with paradise, for which they longed, or of Hell, which they
feared — developed in the early days of Islam. Rabi‘a al-Adawiyyah, the female mys-
tical poetess, is generally considered to be the one who moved Sufism away from as-
ceticism and toward spirituality. We should remember that with the esoteric influences
on Sufism there came problems that led to the persecution of al-Hallaj, the Martyr of
Love. He gave Sufism a bad name in the eyes of people in general, and thus the need



Honerkamp: Al-Qushayri’s Fatwa and His Risalah 125

for someone like al-Qushayri to rehabilitate Sufism, as described by our speaker. The
Risalah explains the complete rootedness of Sufism in Islamic law and ‘agidah. I in-
vite Dr. Honerkamp to compare the new translation with the partial translation by the
earlier Barbara von Shlegel. Some fatwas are book-length, but in what way is the
Risalah a fatwa rather than a manual of Sufism? Yes it contains criticism of people
who adopt ideas or rituals not practiced by the first and second generation of Muslims.
They were usually called Ahl al-Ahwa’ wa al-Bid‘ah. In the good-old days, and this
says a lot about where we are now, people distinguished between good and bad bid ‘ah.
I think the formulation that every new thing is a bid ‘ah, that every bid ‘ah is an act of
going astray, and that every act of going astray leads to the fire probably is a harsh
judgment on a civilization that gave so many new things to the world. I want to remind
you that the only religion to produce a truly universal civilization has been Islam. If
our ancestors believed in this notion of bid ‘ah, they would not have created the civi-
lization that they did.

Discussant: Moustafa Kassem

This paper opens our eyes to important issues. I see two main themes: the actual fatwa
that the Ash‘ari tradition is founded in the Sunnah, and the discussion of the Risalah
that Sufism is rooted in Ash‘arism and thus also in traditional Islam. This paper relates
to the politics of fatwas. Some opinions may reflect sociopolitical realities beyond the
simple interpretation of text. The issue of labeling also comes up. Labeling often takes
us off the path of knowledge by causing us to focus on the label rather than the content.
[ want to talk about interpretation. The right of people to their own knowledge, to not
be bound by other people’s ideas, is what will keep us free. Sufi scholars interpret tra-
ditions and verses in the light of their spiritual understanding. It was important that
you reminded us that the Sufi masters are not infallible. Was al-Qushayri’s authority
to issue fatwas broadly recognized in his own time, or only among his followers? 1
was glad that you mentioned the chains of transmission in the book. It is important for
freethinkers or any who wish to think for themselves that they have the ability to in-
vestigate and question the validity of these chains. The notions of good and bad bid ‘ah
are essential for our concerns. We must not be scared in our scholarship that someone
will accuse us of bid ‘ah because our conclusions differ from traditional scholarship or
that one might be accused of guilt by association for communing with those who have
unpopular ideas. We want to produce things that will benefit people. This requires us
both to be brave and informed.

Honerkamp: Shlegel translated only the terminology, leaving out the biographies.
There is another translation by Rabia Harris, partial in one edition and complete in
the other. Although the footnotes were put at the end of the book in shortened form
and are difficult to access, the translation is very good. I said that his fatwa was signed
by the scholars of the day, recognized as an official hadith, and there was no doubt in
Qushayri’s community, not only among his followers, that he was imam al-mutlaq.

The intention behind the book seems to be to address Sufis and non-Sufis on his opin-
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ion and this makes it a fatwa. He says of God that “He knows by His knowledge; He
is powerful by His power; He wills by His will; He sees by His sight” and this is
straight Ash‘ari kalam. He states very clearly in the introduction to the text that the
Sufi creed is one with the Ash‘ari creed.

Ayoub: That is what makes his book a manual. Its purpose is to lead people to the
Sufi path.

Honerkamp: I think this fatwa is in a religious context. He says plainly that people
define their terms in a way to make their meaning clear among themselves and to con-
ceal them from those who disagree with their methods. I think he is attempting not to
interpret, but to define, terms from the Sufi perspective. I agree with Br. Mustafa com-
pletely on the issue of interpretation. People too frequently say, “God said ...” when
they should say, “I believe that when the Qur’an says this it means this....” I think
Muslims tend to turn off their critical faculties when they hear “God said ...” or “the
Messenger said....” People are not always quoting the Qur’an in Arabic when they
say gal Allah.

General Discussion

- The challenge for us today is to try to bring spirituality to the discussion. We may
need a new word besides “Sufi.” We cannot help but label, because categorization
is part of knowledge. Wisdom is about bringing knowledge to bear on life.

- Fighis not something to which western converts can necessarily relate. Not only
in the West, but when you look at the spread of Islam all over the world figh is
not the attraction. It is interesting that when converts speak of their conversion
in a spiritual way they are immediately labeled “Sufi.” That is why the suggestion
that we may need a new term for spirituality is so interesting.

- The conclusion that the Risalah is a fatwa takes us back to the point that we need
a serious discussion to come up with a clear sustainable definition of fatwa. Cer-
tainly islah is not the sole domain of jurists, but a fatwa is a matter of law. Oth-
erwise there would be fatwas in politics, economics, and social science. We need
more clarity. We don’t want to face extremism in our material life, but what about
in our spiritual life? Islam balances the spiritual and the material, and the chal-
lenge is to maintain that balance. The stronger our relationship with Allah, the
stronger should be our relationships with our fellow human beings.

- We don’t mind calling someone a faqih or an usilz, but as soon as someone is
called a “Sufi” there is a problem. Sufism has its spokespeople, history, and metho-
dology. There is in the world what might be considered an extremely effective de
facto Sufi tarigah that has had an enormous impact on the world; however, it is
not called “Sufi” or even “Islam,” even though it has a shaykh named Fethullah
Giilen: the Giilen Movement. Islamic and Sufi principles deeply infuse it.
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However else the fatwa was received, the Hanbalis objected to refuting the Mu’-
tazilah on the grounds that to refute them would force you to repeat their argu-
ments. Yet the scholars of his day identified it as a fatwa. Al-Qushayri said that
you should not ascribe infallibility to the masters because so many critics of Su-
fism today say that to be a Sufi you must uncritically follow the master. He also
says one should not be overly critical of them, but to think the best of them even
when you don’t understand them. Consider the case of the Moroccan shaykh
Ahmad Zarouk, who saw his master sitting with a bottle of wine and a beautiful
young girl. He walked out in disapproval, but the master called to him: “Come
back! This is vinegar and this is my daughter.” In other words, do not be so quick
to criticize what you do not understand.

There is no Arabic word equivalent to the English “mysticism.” Sufism became
a label that really refers to the initiate’s clothing (course wool, or siif), although
some try to attribute it to other origins (like sofia). A fairly well-known ninth-
century Sufi observed: “Sufism used to be a reality without a name, and now it
is a name without a reality.” Other terms, such as gnosis, can be used. It is about
the love of God expressed through poetry or the knowledge of God. Sufism is
a rich heritage mirroring a rich civilization. It is not, strictly speaking, a mad-
hhab, but cuts across all legal schools. Although the Shi‘a were hostile to Sufism
in general, it developed in Iran prior to its becoming Shi‘a and still prevails
there.

From the vantage point of the conference’s theme, some dimensions are missing.
A discussion of the methodology of fatwa from al-Qushayri’s approach has al-
ready been mentioned. The main missing dimension, however, is the pressure as
well as the coercion he was under not only from the authorities, but also the in-
tellectual terrorism he faced from his opponents. All of this must be exposed. We
must make the point that they are against the spirit of Islam. This addresses the
issues of authority and legitimacy we face today.

Sufism cuts across legal schools and sects. Sufism and figh have never been mu-
tually exclusive. In saying that figh is boring or complicated or unattractive to
new Muslims, we must be careful not to dismiss this important part of our intel-
lectual tradition. Shaykh Ibn Baha’i al-‘Amali from southern Lebanon was an
architect, poet, theologian, and hadith scholar. The spiritual masters were also
masters of figh and theology. For these people every act has a metaphysical value
attached to it, and it is the scholar’s duty to identify each act’s metaphysical value.
The Risalah is a coming together of all of these fields. Sufis don’t call themselves
Sufis. They usually call themselves fugara’. The negative aspect of the nafs in
the malamati perspective is that it is like a piece of charcoal. No matter how
much you wash it, it remains black. To change its color you have to put it in a
brazier until it glows and turns red. There isn’t a Sufi way of making a fatwa. Al-
Qushayri gave his fatwa as an ‘alim.

One of the greatest Sufis, Abdul Qadir al-Jilani, belonged to the Hanbali madh-
hab, as did others.
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In some places the only thing people know about Islam is Sufism. Perhaps Su-
fism’s origin is nothing more than a reaction against excessive legalism. Different
groups emphasize different aspects of Islam. As soon as we name groups, we
create opportunities for division and extremism. An excessive emphasis on some
values undermines others. Islam is a balanced and harmonized teaching. The de-
votion in the West of certain days of the week to the spiritual and other days to
the secular seems strange. Emphasizing the intellect at the university but not at
the church seems strange.

Good Sufis are very introspective; there are others, however, like one very well-
known Sufi in the United States who has spoken against other Muslims and loves
to be in the corridors of power. He doesn’t know much about Islam or Sufism,
but he is Sufi shaykh who is known to the people. Not all Sufis are ‘alims like
Qushayri.

Those coming out of Christianity see that Islam cuts across so many cultures. As
soon as they become Muslim they have to ask: “What kind of a Muslim will I
be?” It seems that you need a way to distinguish yourself among Muslims.
Perhaps our negative attitude toward Sufism is in large measure a reaction against
our nineteenth-century encounter with the West. We wanted to show it that
we were more rational than the Christians, and Sufism became a victim of that
desire.





