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Foreword

The memory of Muinuddin Chishti, the Sufi saint of Ajmer is much mired in mythology. It is therefore often frustrating to sift fact from fiction. Lovable as the legends are, they naturally insist that Chishti was great and many may want to know why he was considered to be so.

A man born in an Arab family on Persian soil, Chishti was almost fifty years old when he decided to make India his home at the beginning of the thirteenth century. What was it that made Chishti choose this path? Why did Chishti prefer to live and to die in India?

In The Book of Muinuddin Chishti the author opens wide the window of her imagination and travels back nearly a millennium to answer some of these questions. Through her words Chishti’s life unfolds against the historical and social realities of his time. The author writes about Chishti as if the sage himself recites his story to her.

Chishti spent his entire life making sure that he remained humane when times were most hostile. He made himself so at home in his adopted land that when he died he was most mourned by those who did not belong to his creed. In The Book of Muinuddin Chishti, Chishti is portrayed as a man who stood up to the diverse challenges of the day but without offending the people he chose to live with. Here history revolves around a human being who was able to perfect the art of love in the midst of hate. The spirit of Chishti soars beyond the single-dimensional image of him as a man of one religion. He emerges as a major cultural broker, a person whose only politics was that of love. He comes alive as a beloved human being, far removed in time from the reader, but a dear, intimate friend nonetheless.

Above all, his story is an invitation to ordinary people that it is possible to balance the material with the spiritual here in this life.



	
New Delhi
May 2008

	
Muzaffar Ali











Preface

I discovered Sufism at a time in my life when my entire world was falling apart.

‘So, what is new?’ a Sufi would ask when faced with a similar situation, for according to mystics worlds exist in order to fall apart. What is important is to explore the alternatives to rage, revenge and militancy as responses to life when it seems to be less kind.

To understand Sufi philosophy is therefore a privilege and one of the most inspiring among the Sufi masters is Muinuddin Chishti. This book is an attempt to appreciate his story, as also the story of the beginnings of the Chishtiya tariqa in India, with some analysis of the time in which he lived.

The Chishti Sufi order was originally founded in Central Asia and Muinuddin was the first one to introduce the Chishtiya way of life in India, where he lived for over four decades. His disciples, Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki, Baba Farid Ganj Shakr, Mubarak Hamiduddin Nagauri, Nizamuddin Awliya and Khwaja Nasiruddin Chiragh later fanned out into different parts of the Indian subcontinent and spent their lives trying to match their deeds to their words.


Very little is known of Muinuddin’s personal life. Moreover, although the literature on Sufi saints is massive, the powerful evocation of the virtuous and ideal life approaches hagiography in most texts. In this biography I have tried to balance the records of the historical origins and actual occurrence of Chishti Sufism with the ideal vision of a new idea. This is particularly essential since existing hagiographic literature pays little heed to history. It is the spiritual victory of Chishti over Ajmer that interests me most.

The most important dynamics in the understanding of a phenomenon like Sufism is the tension between the outsider’s point of view and the insider’s vision. This book is an attempt by an outsider to imagine the internal vision of Muinuddin and to view both the man and his vision against the background of global events.

Muinuddin’s story is essentially about a human being who became a saint because his personal endeavour at all times was to surmount the unforeseen circumstances that life brought his way—a valuable and significant lesson for any person, believer or not.








The Early Life of Muinuddin Chishti
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India has attracted all sorts of visitors for various reasons from times unknown. In contrast to territorial conquerors like Muhammad Bin Qasim, Mahmud Ghazni and Muhammad Ghori, who coveted the country’s material wealth, Muinuddin came to India to fulfil a spiritual quest.

Having turned away from constant battles fought between different Turkic tribes of Central Asia, Arabs and Persians in Sistan, his birthplace in medieval Iran’s Greater Khorasan province, Muinuddin wandered into India in search of the elusive mystery of the self because he had heard that Hindu philosophy encouraged meditation on the nature of the cosmos and creation. He had also been told that India is perhaps the source of the idea of tolerance towards different ways of worshipping the mysterious.

Muinuddin was born to Syed Giyasuddin Hassan and Bibi Mahnoor around AD 1141 against the background of the terrifying threat of Yelu Dashi’s soldiers who frequently invaded Persian territory. A warrior lord from Inner Mongolia, Yelu Dashi belonged to the royal Liao dynasty of northwest China. He eventually defeated and destroyed the Seljuk state of Persia, making Sultan Sanjari, its ruler, flee west of the sprawling Khorasan province. Yelu Dashi first conquered the Ferghana valley, and then Samarkand. Although he practiced a blend of Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism and Shamanism, and allowed the worship of all religions including Christianity and Islam in his kingdom, Muinuddin’s family soon left southern Sistan for the comparative safe haven of Nishapur in northern Khorasan only to find this part of the Seljuk kingdom in a state of internal rebellion as well.

By 1144 Yelu Dashi was dead. But the Nestorian Christians of Khorasan, with whom he had enjoyed a special friendship, immortalized him by spreading legends about Prestor John, a mythical king who was destined to conquer Islam, all over Europe. Portrayed as a descendant of one of the three wise men who travelled from the Orient to Bethlehem to celebrate the birth of Christ, Prestor John was believed to have ruled over a pristine Christian kingdom surrounded by a sea of Muslims and pagans somewhere in the East. These stories inspired Christian kingdoms to continue with greater gusto their bloody crusade against Muslim Turkic dynasties advancing on the continent. Despite Yelu Dashi’s glorious reputation in Europe, brutal acts of revenge and counter revenge between his armies, those of the Seljuk sultan and random warlords of the region made life for ordinary people a living hell, forcing populations to frequently abandon their homes and disperse to unknown destinations.

Muinuddin was fourteen years old when he was orphaned. He made ends meet by working in an orchard he had inherited from his father in Nishapur. One day an elderly man came by the orchard. The stranger had travelled far and wide and met numerous people during his long life but in Muinuddin he perceived something that he was only able to feel but unable to define. Muinuddin seemed to him like a beautiful but troubled river, unaware of the calm awaiting it once it is reunited with the ocean.

Muinuddin welcomed the stranger and made him feel at home. As the weary traveller rested, he watched the boy tend to different parts of the garden as if he were performing an act of worship. At the end of the day Muinuddin offered the guest a basketful of grapes and some dry bread that he had soaked in water. The stranger too dug out pieces of sesame cake from his pouch, and both of them ate from the food that each had served to the other.

As they ate, Muinuddin asked the stranger if there was anything else to life apart from loneliness, death and destruction. Could the visitor enlighten him, a little, about the cause of cruelty, he wondered.

The stranger told him that there was much more to life than loneliness, death and destruction. He said that the opposite of everything, including cruelty, does exist; that this life is not such a great mystery. But each human being must make an effort to discover and to experience this truth for himself.


What can be the opposite of cruelty, loneliness, death and destruction, and how was he to find it, Muinuddin wanted to know.

The stranger did not have an answer for that. Muinuddin must look for it, he said. It would help him if he began by leading himself closer to his heart, where the answer burned brightly. This flame in the heart was one that did not need to be lit but had to be discovered. ‘The realization that this flame here, in the heart, is one’s best guide in the world brings a moment of supreme joy,’ the stranger smiled, caressing Muinuddin’s chest.

Muinuddin tingled with excitement at the words he had just heard. He had not felt so elated in a long time. After he bid the stranger goodbye he decided to experience for himself the truth the stranger had talked about. He gifted his grinding stone to his neighbour, sold the orchard and walked out of Nishapur.

Before long Muinuddin found himself at a crossroads; he had to decide whether to go to Baghdad, Samarkand or Bukhara, all centres of great learning at that time. He had heard travellers sing praises of Hisamuddin Bukhari, a man of books in the oasis city of Bukhara, so that is where he went. When he finished his studies in theology, grammar, philosophy, moral science and religion at Bukhara and Samarkand, Muinuddin was twenty years old and ready to take to the road once again.


On his way to Baghdad he stopped in the Persian city of Harwan where he found audience with Usman Harwani, a revered dervish.

Harwani wanted to know what Muinuddin saw when he looked above.

‘The heavens,’ said the young man.

‘And below you?’

‘The abyss.’

Harwani showed him two of his fingers and asked, ‘What do you see through them?’

‘More worlds than can be counted.’

That day Harwani accepted Muinuddin as a friend and spiritual follower, and Muinuddin finally felt he was living up to his name, chosen with such care for him by Mahnoor, his mother. She had told him never to forget that in Arabic to be a muin meant to be a helper.

As a mark of acceptance the master trimmed the young man’s hair and placed a four-cornered cap on his head. Each corner of the cap, he said, represents a thought. The first is the consent to seek what is beyond the material, the second to seek what is beyond the self, the third to discover what lay beyond the absolute, and the last to concentrate on nothing except the divine.

Harwani then requested Muinuddin to look under a brick that lay near by. There Muinuddin found a few gold coins which he immediately distributed among the poor. The master was very proud of his young disciple. He told Muinuddin never to forget to be charitable like the river, generous like the sun and hospitable like the earth. He had long been starved for a companion with whom he could talk and enjoy music. He was especially pleased when Muinuddin told him that he too was touched by sparks of the divine mystery in music.

Muinuddin spent the next twenty years of his life with Harwani, travelling with him to places far and wide. He spent time with many spiritual luminaries, some of whom lived in total obscurity. One day they were in Basra, and another day resting by the roadside on their way to Kufa. They travelled to the cities of Damascus, Cairo and Baghdad and crossed the desert wastes of Arabia into Mecca and Medina. Wherever they went they met ascetics and philosophers who defiantly opposed the pretentiousness of affluent Muslims.

These were times of immense insecurity in the midst of great social change. Old kingdoms were breaking up and lands and tribesmen were being absorbed into larger kingdoms. While many made breathtaking material gains, others simply craved for more spirituality. The ascetics did not forget that Islam was born at a time when the elite in Mecca, the Prophet’s place of birth, were preoccupied mostly with making money. Following the astonishing military conquests of the neighbouring kingdoms of Byzantium and Persia, the rulers had brought more riches to the Muslim populations. Their lives were engulfed in a flood of worldly preoccupations like complications of statecraft and the austere life of the desert was forgotten.

Historian Colin Turner elaborates on this:


If ever the fabulous world of the 1001 Nights had a real-life simulacrum, then it was to be found in the opulence and splendour of court life under Harun, whose reign (786 CE–809 CE) is often seen as the pinnacle of Abbasid (rulers of Baghdad) prosperity and cultural brilliance. However, others, especially the more religious-minded of the Muslim historians, see this as a period more of excess than success, citing Harun’s open flaunting of Islamic mores as the first nail in the Abbasid coffin, and, as such, as a potent of the eventual decay of the caliphal edifice.1



A.J. Arberry writes in the introduction to a 1966 translation of Memorial of the Saints by Farid al-Din Attar, the thirteenth-century Persian poet, that at the same time a school of mysticism of extraordinary vitality and influence came into being in the distant province of Khorasan, the bridge between the Middle East and the Far East.

One day, while taking a break in Baghdad, Harwani patched together a robe for Muinuddin. Presenting the garb of succession to his disciple, the master said that he had taught him everything he could. He gave Muinuddin his personal staff, a pair of wooden sandals, a rosary and a prayer rug and declared that Muinuddin was now on his own. He also said that while he saw his own grave being eventually levelled away by time, Muinuddin’s was certain to survive long into the future.

It was from Harwani that Muinuddin took the title of Chishti. Harwani belonged to the spiritual house of Abu Ishaq Shamsi, founder of the Chishti school of Sufism in the tenth century. Shamsi had fled the materialism of the Syrian court in Damascus to meditate in the solitude of Chisht, a hamlet nestled on a mountainside near Herat in Afghanistan. Shamsi found all egocentric rulers and the verbal squabbles and dry-as-dust arguments of legalists distracting. He kept his distance from all of this and spearheaded an alternative movement of extraordinary sensitivity among the simple people of the verdant valleys and mountains of Khorasan.

The Chishtis had little in common with the clergymen who lived in cities and circled the Kaaba. The Sufis preferred to be in the midst of nature. Shamsi’s followers were ascetics at first, devoted to finding ways of exploring the self. But at some point in their lives they returned to civilization to practice amongst people the spiritual ideals they had learned and contemplated in seclusion.

Well aware that mysticism often attracts the best minds in society, some Chishtis were against a total renunciation of the world. They were afraid of leaving important affairs of the state entirely to mediocre people and to the unthinking. But even those who returned to ‘civilization’ shunned pleasures of the flesh like feasts and fanfare and wore simple clothes made from rough material. Members of the Chishti family often ate leaves and concentrated on nourishing the spirit. They believed that music illuminates the heart. They considered the musical soirées they regularly enjoyed as meditation of the most effective sort. To those who objected to music as being un-Islamic the Chishtis replied that lovers of music may seem to be strangers to the world but they are friends of the divine.


There is no entry into the heart except through the antechamber of the ears. Musical tones, measured and pleasing, bring forth what is in the heart and make evident its beauties and defects … whenever the soul of the music and singing reaches the heart, then there stirs in the heart that which preponderates in it.2




Harwani embraced Muinuddin and kissed him on the forehead. The thought of being permanently separated from his mentor made it impossible for Muinuddin to breathe. He was filled with sorrow and longing after he thanked Harwani and bade him goodbye. For a long time after this turning point in his life Muinuddin was unable to tolerate the company of other human beings and preferred to live amongst the dead instead, roaming the graveyards as a recluse.

It was Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki, an Afghan teenager with a twinkle in his eye, who lit up Muinuddin’s gloomy heart and dragged him back among the living. Muinuddin accepted Bakhtiar as a disciple and for several years they travelled together.

In Balkh, the former Buddhist city of Bakhri, called Bactria by the Greeks, which lies northwest of Mazar-e-Sharif in Afghanistan, Muinuddin paid homage to the saint Ibrahim Adham, the ‘Prince of Balkh’ of the eighth century, whose conversion to Sufism is similar to the legend of the Buddha. Ibrahim had given up a life of luxury in the palace in his quest for honest toil.

Once he had crossed the Khyber Pass, Muinuddin lived in Multan for almost half a decade studying Sanskrit and talking to Hindu scholars. It was here that Muinuddin began to notice how different Islam and Hinduism are. According to Islam, life was like a straight line, starting at creation and ending on the day of judgement. Hinduism, on the other hand, propagated that life was a circle, without a beginning or an end.

Muinuddin then travelled to Lahore where he meditated for forty days at the shrine of Ali Hujwiri, the eleventh-century Islamic scholar who died in 1077. Hujwiri, was the author of Kashf ul-Mahjub, ‘The Unveiling of the Veiled’, one of the first formal texts on Sufism, where he said that he who knows real love feels no more difficulties and faces no doubts.


Man’s love towards God is a quality which manifests itself in the heart of the pious … so that the believer becomes impatient and restless in his desire for vision … Repose becomes unlawful and rest flees … he is cut off from all habits and associations, and renounces sensual passion and turns towards the court of love and submits to the law of love … It is impossible that man’s love of God should be similar in kind to the love of His creatures towards one another, for the former is desire to comprehend and attain the beloved object, while the latter is a property of bodies.3



Hujwiri lived and wrote at a time when attempts were made by Muslim scholars to bridge the gap between the word and spirit of Islam. From his studies in Central Asia Muinuddin was already familiar with the work of al-Ghazali, the Persian scholar who died in 1111. The principle thought in al-Ghazali’s Revival of Religious Sciences, is that Muslims should obey the will of God as expressed in the Quran if they do not wish to be lost in a world of speculation by mere mortals. However, rituals are not enough. Al-Ghazali also felt that he would never find what he needed in life through intellectual pursuit. Revival of Religious Sciences is al-Ghazali’s monumental attempt at illuminating the relationship between rituals, philosophy and the right spirit, which together provide meaning to life. Music had meant much to al-Ghazali too, just as it had to Hujwiri and the Sufi saints who followed. It aroused in the mystic philosophers a longing and passionate love for the divine and revealed God’s favours beyond description, evident only to the one experiencing ecstasy.

Muinuddin emerged from Hujwiri’s shrine exceptionally inspired and a song burst forth from his heart. He heard himself reciting in Persian: ‘Ganj Bakhsh-e-faiz-e-alam mazar-e-nur-e-khuda, Naaqisan ra pir-e-kamil kaamilaan ra naakhuda.’

Muinuddin praised Hujwiri and hailed him as ‘Data Ganj Baksh’, the perfect pir, because he continues even in death to shower beneficial treasures upon humanity. Hujwiri’s shrine is like light from heaven that illuminates the path of all who have lost their way. To them he is the teacher supreme and Hujwiri is famed among those with righteous souls.

Imagining the visit of Muinuddin Chishti to the shrine of Hujwiri, Muhammad Iqbal, the Indian Muslim poet and philosopher who died in 1938, wrote:


A young man, cypress-tall,
Came from the town of Merv to Lahore.
He went to see the venerable saint,
That the sun might dispel his darkness.
‘I am hemmed in,’ he said, ‘by foes;
I am as a glass in the midst of stones.
Do thou teach me, O sire of heavenly rank,
How to lead my life amongst enemies!’4



From Lahore Muinuddin continued his journey into the heartland. His destination was Ajmer, capital of the Chauhans whose chivalry was the talk of the world. Here Muinuddin hoped to conquer hostility and the heart of the most powerful ruler of the Indian subcontinent.







Muinuddin Arrives in India
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Muinuddin was nearly fifty years old when he first set foot in the waste of the Great Indian Desert and eventually scaled a southern slope of the ancient Aravalli range to arrive at Ajaimeru, the invincible capital of the heroic child-king Prithviraj Chauhan.

He trekked wearily across the sea of sand and, a million or so mirages later, when the wandering scholar found himself face to face with an oasis, his brow stiff with much heat and dust unknotted into a mirror of joy. His glance danced along the Nagpathar, or Serpent Rock, which shields this paradise from ferocious dust storms and shifting sand dunes, and further north towards the golden city of the charismatic Chauhan dynasty of Rajput rulers from the seventh century. The waters of the lake before him were waking up to the whisper of the first ray of the sun and Muinuddin reached out to the cup of perfection, draining it until he was dizzy.

Intoxicated as he was with his first drink of water in many days, he was yet able to steady his course and called on himself to be sober. The wind whistled tunes so tantalizing that it made his head spin but he was careful not to get carried away. Moments later he stood still, drenched in a curious kind of contentment. He uncoiled his pale brown headgear made of many lengths of transparent muslin cloth and tugged thorns out off his ankle-length robe. Dusting away the grit still clinging to his clothes of coarse cotton, he inhaled sharply, taking in the flawlessness of the scene spread before him.

‘Friend, I am home!’ he exhaled as he slipped under the generous shade of a large tree to rest his bones tired from endless travel.

Soon he drifted into a deep but troubled sleep that brought forth strange visions. Yet, whenever moments of extreme ecstasy, or agony, threatened to overwhelm him, the memory of his mother, Mahnoor, always returned to soothe him.1 One dominant feature found in nearly every medieval Sufi saint which must be stressed is the role of the mother in the formative years of education. Mahnoor’s smiling eyes caressed his cares away and assured him that all was well.

He saw himself buried in her bosom. He saw her pleading with him to eat just one more morsel of food. He saw her end yet another conversation by encouraging him to share his clothes, meals and toys with children who had less than him. He remembered her voice, narrating tales from far and near as he sat on her lap or rested his head on her arm. When he listened to his mother, he hardly blinked.

‘Ma, what is behind the door?’ he asked.

‘Your father sitting by the window with a book,’ said Mahnoor, tickling the palm of his hand.

‘What is behind the window?’


‘The orchards full of fruits.’

‘And behind the orchards?’

‘The village walls.’

‘Behind the walls?’

‘The mountains.’

‘Beyond the mountains …?’

‘Beyond the mysterious Hindu Kush mountains is the home of the Kushan kings. That is where the sun rises and you must know that without the sun life is nothing,’ she said, pointing eastwards from their home in Sistan.

She told him tales that continued late into the night and often sneaked into his dreams. Sometimes she quoted from Somadeva’s The Sea of Stories and often from Megasthenes, or from Alberuni’s accounts of his travels to the magical land of India. Some tales from the Panchantantra were a favourite, especially of Gumption, who survived three of his better educated friends because he remembered to use common sense when it was needed most.

He loved it when Mahnoor repeated the moral of Gumption’s story, which she did as often as he wished.


Book learning people rightly cherish,
But gumption’s best of all to me.
Bereft of gumption you shall perish,
Like to the Lion-makers three.



He also remembered Mahnoor reciting the verses of al-Maarri, her favourite Arab poet, who died in 1057.


Al-Maarri refused to flatter the rulers of the day in his verse. Almost blind since infancy he found himself a cave instead, far away from the illusions of grandeur celebrated at the royal court. He was an ascetic but one who believed in this life. His religion was reduced to practicing what he preached and composing meditations on life in rational, enlightened language.2



Mahnoor taught before she began the recitation in a voice that to Muinuddin’s ears was the sweetest in the world.


Age after age entirely dark hath run
Nor any dawn led up a rising sun.
Things change and pass, the world unshaken stands
With all its western, all its eastern lands.
The pen flowed and the fiat was fulfilled,
The ink dried on the parchment as fate willed.
Could Chosroes his satraps around him save,
Or Caesar his patricians from the grave?3




And,


Humanity, in whom the best
Of this world’s features are expressed,
The chiefs set over them to reign
Are but as moons that wax and wane.
If you unto your sons would prove
By act how dearly them you love,
Then every voice of wisdom joins
To bid you leave them in your loins.4



The sun smiled upon the slumbering pir but despite its increasing warmth he sensed cool hostility approach him. Muinuddin opened his eyes to look into a man’s face staring at him with suspicion. The man was a soldier, a sword fastened to his waistband. Muinuddin stood up to face him, smiling sweetly. Then he bowed in salutation, his right hand touching lightly the left side of his chest.

‘Sulhe kul,’ he said in Arabic, explaining that he came in peace.

‘Who are you? What do you want? And what are you doing here?’ roared the man, one hand on his sword.

‘A mortal called Muinuddin am I, and my wish is to pause a while in this heavenly abode,’ came the reply in the local tongue.


‘Where you stand without permission is the resting place of the royal camels. The animals will return at the end of the day. Mlechcha, you are obviously not of this land and you must immediately be gone …’

‘One day, I shall be gone,’ Muinuddin replied. ‘But first, tell me, are you one of those whose generosity is reputed in the four corners of the world to be as deep as the ocean, affection as warm as the sun and hospitality as vast as the earth?’

The soldier was speechless. He stamped his feet impatiently, turned on his heel and was gone in a hurry. Muinuddin watched the man disappear. He did not hold the simple soldier responsible for his rude reception. After all, guards are paid to put fear into the hearts of foreigners—and he was a stranger in the kingdom of the Rajputs.

Muinuddin had been drawn to this land by his readings of ancient Indian texts during his education in Nishapur, the centre of much intelligent discussion and one of the most luxurious cities of the time. The lessons that he learnt made him curious about a people who were known to perform five sacrifices every day. The rituals began with a sacrifice in honour of Brahma, the creator, preserver and destroyer of the world. Then offerings were made to the celestials, followed by the ancestors and all living creatures, and finally human beings were honoured by lavishing hospitality upon all. Besides, he had been told that Prithviraj, the young ruler of most of northern India, had sprinkled his court with men of courage and wisdom. Muinuddin could hardly wait to experience all this for himself.

India at this time had accumulated a vast amount of knowledge, and enjoyed the best food and clothing in the world, which they produced on their own. All those who sought a better standard of living envied its prosperity and were keen to obtain a share of its cotton, rice and sugar. The country was also home to perhaps the most important scientists of all time, like the mathematicians who invented the system of counting with nine digits and a zero. It intrigued Muinuddin that despite its worldly success Hinduism insisted that the only knowledge really worth having was one that eliminated desire and showed what a mass of illusions the world really is; it believed that knowledge alone would not be able to abolish suffering.

At the time that Muinuddin arrived at Ajmer, life had become very difficult for its people. Ajmer, which shared the seat of power with Delhi, was the envy of all those who wanted a piece of India’s wealth, and this included the wild tribes of Central Asia. The nomads had periodically spilled over the naked steppes from their homes tucked away high in the mountains in search of better grazing lands, but now they wanted much more than fresh pastures to graze on. They galloped down in large hordes slaying each other and anyone else who dared to stand between them and their loot.

Prithviraj, the twenty-three-year old king, had just chased away the marauding menace Muhammad Ghori. Countless Turkic-speaking Afghan warriors like Muhammad Ghori, descendant from the Turkoman Ghor tribe, had emerged out of relative obscurity from the mountains southeast of Herat in central Afghanistan to defeat rival Ughuz tribesmen, the Ghuzz, at Ghazni. The glittering capital of Ghazni, situated between Kabul and Kandahar in modern-day Afghanistan, was sacked and captured by Ghori, who was impatient to proceed to the lush plains which housed the mostly divided kingdoms of India. The Ghuzz had returned from India loaded with riches; no wonder Ghori was banging relentlessly on the northern gates of Prithviraj’s kingdom.

A war between Ghori and Indian rulers over a fortress in Bhatinda in the Punjab had already been fought near the watershed of the Sutlej and Yamuna rivers. Ghori had been defeated and taken captive by Prithviraj but released by the king when he pleaded for mercy in accordance with the chivalrous but somewhat rigid rules of fair play that Rajputs adhered to.

War for ancient Indian rulers was elevated to a gigantic tournament with numerous regulations that their enemies often did not know of or simply did not follow. According to the ideal each conquest followed a sacred law which dictated that war should be waged for glory alone rather than lower aims of wealth and power. A battle that was fought for any other reason was dismissed as a ‘satanic conquest’. The ghastly sadism of rulers elsewhere in the world, who were often rumoured to flay captives and massacre non-combatants, was unknown in a land where the most striking feature of the civilization remained its humanity.

Alberuni’s travelogue quotes from a letter written by Anandpal, ruler of most of northwest India to Mahmud Ghazni who raided India seventeen times. ‘I have heard that Turks are rebelling against you. If you want I can send you much of the army with my son. Please do not take a wrong signal from this. Although you have conquered me, I do not want you to be conquered by someone else.’5

In the same spirit of fair play and with a more idealistic attitude towards war, Prithviraj had allowed Ghori to return to Ghazni and the air was thick with anticipation as to what he would do next. Throughout his journey from the northwest, through Multan, Lahore and Samana to Ajmer, Muinuddin had heard travellers express doubt and fear over Prithviraj’s decision to let Ghori go instead of finishing him off politically.


Muinuddin shuddered at the thought of more war. He recalled his childhood in Khorasan, once the cultural capital of Persia, which had subsequently collapsed into chaos after tribesmen driven by vendetta turned his hometown, mostly populated by Arab, Chinese, Persian, Indian and Turkic scholars and traders, into a battlefield. Muinuddin’s Arab ancestors had fled war for generations. Carefully avoiding the bloody intrigues in capital cities like Damascus and Baghdad, they married into Persian homes and chose a life of learning instead of horse trading. They preferred to cultivate land for a living in the relative peace of the wetlands between Iran and southwestern Afghanistan. This was a prosperous region in medieval times gifted as it was with two lakes, fed each spring by the waters of the Helmand river gushing down the Hindu Kush mountains and crisscrossing its way southwest through the desert to empty into the marshes of Sistan.

Muinuddin had not forgetten the day the Ghuzz dynasty was defeated and Ghazni was torched. Predicting further acts of revenge Giyasuddin, his father, had decided to leave the southern lands of Khorasan to seek refuge further north, in Nishapur, the domain of the brave Seljuk ruler Ahmad Sanjar. However, Muinuddin’s Persian-speaking Shia Muslim family waited for the dust kicked up by warring horsemen to settle, the sky to emerge from its billowing cover of dark smoke and the shrieks of women and children to subside before taking to the road. For the unfortunate city of Ghazna had burnt for seven days and nights, during which the plunder, devastation and slaughter did not stop. Every man who was found was slain and all the women and children were taken prisoner. All the palaces and edifices of the Ghuzz dynasty that till recently had no parallel in the world were destroyed, except for the tombs of Mahmud Ghazni, the greatest of the Ghuzz, and two of his relatives. Now, having reached the land which he had set out for in search of spiritual and intellectual riches, Muinuddin could not bear the thought of more death and destruction.

Hard on the harsh heels of the soldier followed strains of music that made Muinuddin forget his musings. Happiness stirred in him once again. He recognized the strums of the single string of an ektara approaching him. But he had never heard such lyrical renderings before, performed to the springtime melody of the Basant Raga.


When the breeze blows from the southern 
mountains,

And brings the love-god with it,

When masses of flowers burst forth

To rend the hearts of parted lovers,

Krishna is grieved at separation from Radha …6




‘This is the magic of Jayadeva Goswami,’ Muinuddin muttered to himself.

The music continued on its path, tugging Muinuddin with it. He happily followed, humming languorously along with the singer, his feet aching to pirouette.


When the poet Jayadeva sings,
Through his pious description
Of the deeds of the parted lover,
May love arise in hearts full of zeal …7



The erotic verses composed by Jayadeva in the kingdom of the Cholaganga rulers had been picked up by scores of minstrels who meandered all over the land singing praises of the Hindu deity Krishna and his consort Radha, as though the lovers were not two beings but one; as though one was the creation of the other, both waiting to experience the oneness that all worshippers crave for with the one they worship. Jayadeva’s compositions perhaps echoed people’s innermost desires and he was therefore being claimed by everyone as their own—from the devotees of the mother goddess to Brahmins, Buddhists and monotheists.

Not for the first time did it occur to Muinuddin that this was no land of self-negating ascetics but of people radiating inner joy even as they struggled to find a niche of their own in a hierarchal and complex social system, practising a degree of kindness and gentleness in their mutual relationships that he had not witnessed during all his travels. He wondered if the emotions expressed so explicitly by the poet made him shy because the values that he brought with him were puritanical and a lot less permissive in comparison. He was told that the chanting of Jayadeva’s Geet Govinda was merely the start of a lifelong contemplation of the idea of Krishna. Remarkably, Jayadeva had elevated human longing for the divine in his music without imposing earthly ethics on Radha’s and Krishna’s yearning to dissolve into each other.

Muinuddin found Hindusim to be a most tolerant religion but it bothered him that tolerance was practiced at the expense of excluding the majority.8 But the idea of meditating upon the divine through music and dancing in the company of other devotees made Muinuddin happy. He wanted to renounce all awareness of the self, to suppress the ego so that he could concentrate solely on the essence of existence. He imagined his body step towards the soul and the soul sail towards the body till neither the body nor the soul could be distinguished from the other.

Tears rolled down his cheeks at the thought of his spiritual master who was no longer with him. He recalled a verse he had heard Harwani hum ever so often.


I know not, but look how I dance. It is with pride that before my friend I dance. Watch me, my love, stamp my feet shamelessly upon caution and whirl upon virtue. Gear on head and in flowing garment how piously I dance. I, Usman Harooni, a friend of Sheikh Mansur, below the noose I dance before the world froths and fumes.



He thought of his visit to Baghdad in search of a teacher when he was barely out of his teens. There he had met Abdul Qadir Jilani, founder of the influential Qadiri school of Sufis. Jilani had preached that social justice is the highest duty of the religious and that jihad or struggle for spirituality was meaningless if it was not accompanied by compassion.

When Muinuddin had been invited by the octogenarian Jilani for a sama to formally meditate upon the music of the mystics, he had walked into a place throbbing with spiritual intensity and swarming with ascetics from India, Kurdistan and Persia. The Quran was recited and zikr, or recitation of the ninety-nine names of God, was performed all night long in a room lit up by numerous oil lamps placed in niches carved into the walls. Muinuddin had been so bewitched by the sights and the sounds that he could not sit still. Jilani had continued to chant and was filled with joy as he watched Muinuddin rise up and dance. It was suggested by another guest that Jilani should join Muinuddin on the floor. The elderly mystic, unable to use his legs, shrivelled due to long hours of silent meditation, replied that it was in the best interest of all if at least his feet remain on the ground—otherwise the earth may not be able to bear the weight of so much ecstasy.

Muinuddin wiped away the last traces of tears that had blurred his vision to discover that the musician playing Jayadeva’s music was now far ahead of him; the red-gold colour of his Vaishnava robes fluttering in the wind was about to merge with the horizon. Unknown to Muiniddin he had arrived at the shore of the Ana Sagar Lake. The sight of water made him thirsty and he bowed to reach the water. But before he could dip his hands into the twinkling waters of the lake, horse hooves came in his way.

‘How dare a mlecchha pollute the holy water! Be gone, or be dead,’ thundered a voice. The command came from Ajaipal, the court magician of King Prithviraj’s court, who flung a handful of coins at Muinuddin.

Muinuddin took his time collecting the coins scattered here and there. With the lake now behind him he stood up to return the money to Ajaipal, saying that he had no use for it for he owned nothing and needed nothing. Looking deep into the eyes of the horseman, Muinuddin asked Ajaipal if the command not to pollute the water of the lake should be obeyed by Muinuddin’s body, indeed very different in appearance to that of the Rajput dressed in royal regalia, or by his soul that was surely part of the same atma as the courtier’s?

Hearing this, Sadhu Ram, a respected priest who was accompanying Ajaipal, fell to his knees before Muinuddin.

‘What are you doing Sadhu Ram?’ Ajaipal demanded.

‘Paying my respects to a wise man, who obviously fears not the sword nor has greed for wealth. Accept my salutations, Baba. It has been a long time since I heard sanity speak.’

Sadhu Ram was breathless as he touched Muinuddin’s feet. Before Muinuddin affectionately told Sadhu Ram to get back on his feet, a third man came panting from the direction of the walled city with an invitation for Muinuddin for an audience with Karpuridevi, the Queen Mother. Prithviraj had been an infant when his father died and his mother, Karpuridevi, continued to conduct both the worldly and the spiritual affairs of the kingdom most judiciously, even after the coronation of her son as king at the age of eleven. She constantly advised Prithviraj not to be suspicious of every human being who came into India from the mountains in the northwest and taught her son to learn to recognize friend from foe.

News of Muinuddin’s presence in Ajmer had travelled like lightning to the royal residence and the Queen Mother wanted to meet the pir, to assure him that anyone who came to Ajmer without an army and weapons had no reason to fear harm here. Muinuddin of course was aware of the charms of the Queen Mother and had heard much about her clairvoyance. He would have liked to talk to her too but he regretted that he could not for he had more urgent work at hand.

Muinuddin thanked Ajaipal, Sadhu Ram and the messenger and was about to retrace his steps when he felt in the mood for a little mischief. He unstrapped the empty flask he was carrying and immersed it in the lake for a moment, immediately creating an impression that the water had dried up. Excitement spread like wild fire through the city. It took one person to speak just half a sentence about the incident and varying versions rolled into different neighbourhoods making people abandon their daily chores and collect around the lake, wailing at the thought of life without water. Others joined the swelling crowds with news that all the camels in the kingdom were refusing to stand up and were just sitting around nonchalantly chewing fodder as if they had declared dharna for some unspeakable cause.

Muinuddin was amused by the paranoia of the powerful and the haughtiness of those who dictated religious life in the city. But he also felt responsible for having added to the misery of ordinary people who, unfortunate as they were, had now been reduced to despair by his act. He immediately willed life to return to Ajmer as he had found it on his arrival.






In Search of Peace
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Having witnessed the plight of the people of Ajmer, Muinuddin had made up his mind not to stay on there. He wished to return to Multan, and to Lahore, to seek out the wise men he knew in the twin cities of learning and coax them to talk to those in power to prevent further war and destruction. Even the thought of more violence caused him agony and the news trickling in from the northwestern borders was indeed gloomy. With complete disregard for human life, Muhammad Ghori was recruiting thousands of young people in Lahore to participate in his plot to avenge an earlier defeat by Prithviraj Chauhan.

The hysterical wind that had shoved and pushed Muinuddin through the day stopped howling. It rested between stunted scrubs of the prickly tamarind bush, its exhausted limbs spread like sheets over still sand dunes. The dying sunlight led him gently out of Ajmer to the banks of the Luni where he drank his fill in the company of a gazelle.

Not knowing how to thank the infinite generosity of the river he dropped a few tears in return for every sip of water his parched throat soaked in. Before the last flame of the sun faded he quickly cooled his feet in the river and scrubbed away the dirt from his hands and face. While he refreshed himself, a full moon stole above him to paint the landscape into an ocean of undulating waves in silver. The spotless canopy, stretching from horizon to horizon, was dyed in ink and embroidered with a galaxy of stars.

‘I am glad to be alive,’ Muinuddin concluded, hugging his clothes tighter around him, trying to protect his consciousness from being overwhelmed by the awareness of his own existence. He was happy, and it was time to pay homage and to praise the unseen. He fell to his knees and made himself comfortable, tucking his ankles under him. With the palm of each hand touching a thigh he was a picture of still humility as he made yet another attempt to meditate upon the mysterious relationship of the invisible to the visible, the spiritual to the material, birth to death, good to bad and body to soul.

A toothless, turbaned man sat by the river, washing an utensil and singing softly to himself, filling the silence that had surrounded Muinuddin.


Gems light up the forehead,
Rings sparkle on the ears.
Bracelets jingle along wrists
And more tinkle around the ankle.
Eyes singe like coal,
Rosy cheeks with a single mole.
Slender limbs the colour of gold,
Precious as the moon
One day old.


Secretly she sways into my life
To hurt the heart
And to stab it again
As if with sharpened knife …



The bittersweet song was suddenly drowned in dust kicked up by the galloping silhouette of horsemen racing towards Ajmer. ‘Messengers of death,’ muttered the man, wiping the utensil with the end of his loincloth. He filled the pot with water and walked towards Muinuddin. ‘It is not necessary. But we make life so difficult to live,’ continued the elderly but athletic-looking man with burnished skin that glistened like molten copper in the moonlight. He shook his head in regret and looked away from the horsemen.

‘I know what this traveller would like. Here, help me light a fire, will you?’ he said. He found a boulder and on it he placed a bundle of dried wood. From a bag made from knotting together the four ends of a length of cloth he pulled out flint stones, a pouch of ground gram mixed with wheat flour, salt, a flower of garlic and a fistful of chillies.

Muinuddin untied the tidy bundle and arranged a few logs and twigs loosely in a little pyramid on the sand. He struck two stones together and when the spark finally became fire he touched it to the dead wood, which immediately came to life. He fanned the flames, watching them dance in mesmerizing shapes. ‘I will return to live here,’ he resolved even as the vapours from the fire formed into plump clouds pregnant with fatality and about to drench the city in sorrow.

The older man concentrated on kneading the ground gram and flour with water. He divided the dough into two halves and gave one portion to Muinuddin. They rolled the dough into smooth balls with the palms of both hands. Then they flattened the balls into discs no bigger than the inside of the hand and slapped the discs on to the side of a flat stone sizzling at the edge of the roaring fire. When both sides were done, the half-baked disc of dough was made to stand in between the embers and the bread was wheeled till it was cooked to its core.

The aroma of freshly baked bread served as the first course of the meal. Then they broke the bread and ate it with bits of rock salt, crushed garlic and ground chillies, listening to the distant drone of sleepless women sitting outside thatched, windowless, low huts, after they had coated the floor and mud walls with paste made from earth and animal dung. The soulful singing of the women was a plea to the migratory lovebird to look for their absent husbands, whom they feared had been swallowed up by the labyrinthine ways of the world, and tell them about the aching hearts of their forever-waiting wives.


Kurja bring me your wings,


Allow me to scribble
On both sides many things.
Will you search for him
Will you say,
That without him
I live on edge,
Alive only on life’s rim.
Sister you are filled with sorrow
Almost fearful of tomorrow?
Your heart is down …
Yes!
My thoughts spin round,
And round.
On the crown of the Kurja I will write
When will you return
Heartless one,
To stop this nagging
And this burning?
Nightmares keep me awake,
I know not what to do
With the pain
And this ache.
Kurja come closer,
At dawn,
I will tell you more,
Over a plate full of corn.
Look sisters,


There flies the Kurja away
Over mountains,
Across oceans,
To drop my message
Into his lap one day.
Remember Kurja …
What I have said,
And also find out
If he has found bliss,
Perhaps in another bed …?



‘Tell me my friend. Who is the messenger of death?’ Muinuddin asked his companion as he stared up at the twinkling heavens, resting his head on his folded hands.

‘He who values not life. He who wants to grab more land without any concern for the people of that land,’ said the stranger, puffing hashish from a wooden pipe that he nestled lovingly in the palm of both hands. ‘These horsemen galloping back and forth with no feeling for our home and hearth, they are the messengers of death. They will kill to have more. They will give their life but never give up greed or pride’.

‘The threat of war is for real then. It is not mere talk …’ Muinuddin mused.

Muinuddin marvelled at mankind, the only species in the evolution of the universe gifted with a consciousness and the ability to imagine the future. Of all the life on this earth it is perhaps human beings alone who have the capacity to make choices. They have the power to live in this world in harmony with their surroundings, or in discord. Most of the people Muinuddin had met in his life craved peace, beauty and truth. He had traversed half the world to try and find out why people say they aspire for the beautiful but do things that are uglier and more destructive than acts of the most dangerous beasts in the wilderness. The thought of the intolerance he had witnessed and suffered all his life saddened him. He could not help but notice that the world he lived in was preoccupied with more conflict than consensus, and he could not stop wondering why.

As far as he could fathom, there were no explanations for the contradictions of human existence. He spoke for himself and knew that he could not have survived any other way except to become more humble when humiliated, more courageous when intimidated and more loving when confronted with cruelty. He was curious to find out how he was going to fare now when human folly once again stared him in the face, when ordinary people saw little point in being magnanimous and those in power had ceased to be just.

Muinuddin was aware that he was a descendant of Muhammad, the founder of Islam. His Arab ancestors had left Mecca and Medina after Abu Bakr, the successor of Muhammad, failed to unite ambitious tribal leaders between 632 CE and 634 CE. After the death of Abu Bakr a massive expansion of Islam occurred under the Ummaya, a rival of the Hashim, the clan to which Muhammad’s family belonged. Fearing further persecution, the Hashim sought refuge as far away as possible from their relatives in power. Within less than three decades of Muhammad’s death the Islamic empire had expanded to all of Iran, parts of North Africa, the Caucasus and Cyprus. The conquered lands were divided into different provinces governed by representatives appointed mostly from the Ummaya tribe who jealously guarded the revenue generated in the lands occupied by them.

Countless people converted to Islam during this period of extraordinary conquests, although this was often the result of defeat or an attempt to flatter the new Muslim masters. Persians who resisted the advancing armies of Arab Muslims befriended other Arabs rebelling against their own elite. Some Turkic warriors and vassals of Persian kings who converted to Islam subsequently overthrew their employers to declare a dynasty in their own name and interest.

During this period of intense muscle-flexing only a few paused to ponder the spirit of what Muhammad had meant when he founded Islam. Martial-minded Muslims had reduced Muhammad’s ideals to a mere battle cry, and countless Muslims lived and died without realizing the true worth of the fundamentals of the Prophet’s teachings.

Muinuddin’s elders had taught him that Muhammad was a good man who was loved because he could be trusted. He seldom let his companions down by saying one thing and doing the opposite. He found it impossible to deceive people and to remain true to himself at the same time. Muhammad lived in an age when even minor quarrels were settled with the sword but he had tried his best to participate in a minimum number of battles. His idea of jihad was an appeal to the conscience of every individual to make the right choice at the right time and to be prepared to face the consequences of each personal choice.

In an attempt to dissolve differences between tribes that were in a state of permanent war with each other, partly because of the jealous worship of private gods, Muhammad had smashed idols in his hometown of Mecca. He wanted to shape a community of peace-loving people united in their common love for their homeland and respect for one God. He asked people to keep the body clean not merely as ritual but as a first step before they could even dream of exploring deeper into the self to discover the soul. He encouraged modesty among both men and women, and did not approve of excess in any sphere of life. He frowned upon ignorance and arrogance and it pained him to see humanity being divided into a few groups of masters who lorded over many slaves.

Muhammad had shared his home with many women at a time when it was not possible for women to survive in a household without adult men. His sense of justice and ideas of universal brotherhood led him to open his home to slaves who were treated as equals. He was a leader who spent his life ironing out contradictions between his private and public life. His greatest strength was the moral authority he enjoyed among his followers at the peak of his popularity. To Muhammad, spirituality above all meant practical compassion and he believed that it was impossible to love God without first being kind to human beings.

Despite his passionate faith in Muhammad’s message of love, peace, unity and goodness, Muinuddin tried to understand why his own life was so tortured. The memory of his family being forced to flee every few years like fugitives from the wrath of people, the Arabs, Persians, Turks, Afghans and even the Chinese, and forever at war with each other, cast a lasting shadow on his psyche. He continued to shed tears at the thought of what Muslims were doing today to prove their love for Muhammad. ‘Ghori too is a Muhammad, but only in name,’ he lamented.

Many of the lessons he had learnt in the classrooms and magnificent libraries of Bukhara, Samarkand, Baghdad, Multan and Lahore, along with perceptions picked up during his constant travels for almost half a century, came back to him now. He tried to sieve the essence of every experience and written word that had taught him about life and concluded that folly is not worth the fear it has the power to arouse in people. For folly is merely the absence of wisdom, just as bad is the absence of good and darkness the absence of light. He was convinced that in order to counter present-day cruelty what was needed more than ever before was for people to understand the importance of compassion and to actually exercise it.

Muinuddin rested his head on one hand, his elbow digging into the sand as he turned on his side to listen again to what his fellow traveller was saying. ‘Prithviraj has been a good king, but a little more than goodness is needed. Community leaders have to be wise at this moment of gathering insecurities. I remember how we had hailed our young king after he defeated Ghori. We had praised and loved him even more. But now he is being foolish. He has become negligent of the dangers that Ajmer and its people face. He is too busy teasing and annoying Jayachand, his rival. Affairs of the heart have distracted our young king away from concerns of the state. Wisdom is to know when to listen to the heart, when to follow the mind, and when to appeal to both emotion and reason before deciding what to do,’ the man was saying, as if to himself, and Muinuddin listened to Prithviraj Chauhan’s story in rapt attention.

‘For more than a hundred years the people here have enjoyed relative peace. The Chauhan king Ajaya branched away from the ruling family around Lake Sambhar to build Ajmer as his capital. This was a century or so ago. By the middle of this century Ajaya’s descendants added Haryana and Delhi to a vast kingdom that touched the borders of Persia. People from other parts of the world are no strangers to this land. And we are not strangers to the world outside our own. Where did you say you come from?’

Muinuddin said that he was born in the Persian kingdom of Khorasan to an Arab family originally from Mecca.

‘That is how it has been throughout the history of mankind. Born in one place and dead in another,’ the man said thoughtfully. ‘A human being is not a tree so he does not bother with roots. Human beings have legs and will use their feet to move and to meet other people. But their wandering also causes them to clash and when better sense prevails they accept each other. This love and hate for one another is as old as the human race itself.

‘Take the Chauhans as an example. This is a clan of warriors famous for its valour, but it is of unproven origin. When they were just warriors it did not matter but once they became powerful rulers the Chauhans claimed that they were born of fire. The clan traced its origin to a mythical forefather said to have emerged from a sacrificial fire lit on Mount Abu, west of Ajmer. This legend is important to these people, wherever their ancestors may have come from, to feel at home here and to be accepted by the people they rule.

‘Today there are countless kingdoms that keep changing in size and importance, and their relationship with each other also changes. In the midst of rivalries amongst different rulers we, the people, have learnt to enjoy life. Despite skirmishes between the many kingdoms and surprise attacks from rulers to the east and south, the lives of our elders were free of fear till the arrival of the heartless Mahmud Ghazni. Mahmud surprised the people of this land with his aggression. When he destroyed our places of worship it is not our god that Mahmud negated but beauty, history and the deep devotion of the artisans and masons to their art. What would you say about Mahmud’s hatred towards this land and his barbaric attack on our way of life? Do you think it is proper to impose your own way of life upon others? The religion Mahmud practised and the way he made war was alien to our people. But I have also heard that Mahmud was a fine administrator. What do you think?’

Although Mahmud had died more than a hundred years before Muinuddin was born, Muinuddin was familiar with stories of the Turkic warrior. He also remembered reading the works of Alberuni, the court historian chosen by Mahmud to accompany him to India. Muinuddin felt that Mahmud refused to appreciate the way of life of the people of this land because that was how he could justify his hate for it. And he had to hate it first in order to fight it, to destroy it, before he could loot. Mahmud had probably realized that the wealth he was after would never be his if he did not take it by force. He had chosen war because he was a man in a hurry, impatient for instant power and wealth. The warrior had no time to waste in understanding the culture of the people he was conquering or studying the complicated rules of warfare practised by the Rajputs. He wanted the treasury of the wealthy Rajputs to be his in order to build an empire that would include Kashmir, the Punjab and parts of Persia, with Ghazni as the capital. Although he was vicious towards those who he thought stood in his way, Mahmud’s subjects praised him for being just and respected him for attracting renowned poets and scholars to his court. Muinuddin shared everything he knew about Mahmud with the stranger, adding that the Turk had been blind in his practice of Islam and did not want to see any good in other religions.

‘This world is indeed a garden where flowers will always be found along with thorns and weed in the midst of good grass,’ his companion commented. ‘What worries me about Prithviraj is that he does not take the threat posed by Muhammad Ghori seriously. I wish he would. This is not the time to have picked a quarrel with Jayachand, the king of Kannauj. Now the two most powerful kings of northwest India are at war with each other and the enemy waits for the weakest moment to punch us all.’

As it happened, Jayachand, the mighty king of Kannauj and Benaras, was envious of the popularity and chivalry of Prithviraj who was in love with Samyukta, Jayachand’s daughter. The king wasted no time in inviting all the eligible suitors from far and near to his court, except Prithviraj, of course, so the princess could choose her desired spouse from among them. To further insult his political rival, Jayachand placed a statue of Prithviraj at the doorstep of his court. The august assembly held its breath as Samyukta appeared from the inner chamber of the palace to her father’s court, garland in hand, and walked past all the princes, straight to Prithviraj’s statue. Once she had garlanded the statue, Prithviraj appeared from his place of hiding and swept the princess off her feet and on to his horse and galloped away into the sunset.

‘This incident hurt Jayachand’s pride more than anything else. Ajmer is now buzzing with rumours that anger has made Jayachand blind as he plans to befriend Ghori and encourage the Turk to attack Prithviraj’s twin capitals of Ajmer and Delhi.’

What troubled the elderly man was Jayachand’s lack of wisdom in doing so. Ghori was after booty alone and he coveted the affluence of Kannauj and Benaras as much as that of Ajmer. Once he had defeated Prithviraj would Jayachand not be his next victim?






Bibi
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Muinuddin had hardly shut his eyes for a few hours of rest after bidding his companion goodbye when Ajmer was attacked.

He awoke to find the blanket of stars that had covered him the previous night cruelly pulled away. He groaned and cried as he felt countless camels, elephants and horses trample past him. Shafts of numerous spears and arrows seemed to poke him back into the earth that no longer resembled gold or silver. Every part of his body hurt, yet he thrashed around in the dirt, rolling violently on the ground, rattling his body to its root and tearing at his clothes caked in the sweat and blood of humans and animals. Through the pain he saw crimson trickling down sand dunes and the thought that now he had become death, the destroyer of worlds, made him lose consciousness.

His prolonged state of unconsciousness brought on a continuous flash of images of flesh fighting bones, water poisoning blood and bodies buried under mountains of ash. He saw vast stretches of thickets, lush after rains, dotted with solitary clearings where countless men sat unaware of each other, silent and contemplative, wearing the wind as girdle and possessing powers denied to ordinary mortals, their naked bodies inured to pain and waiting for the moment of immeasurable joy. He saw ascetics witness the past, present and future, destroy enemies with a glare and wave away famine with mutters, then fly into the heavens and greet divinities in their abodes. He heard voices explain to him that in India people do not negate life but through the thirst of holy men for greater wisdom gain knowledge not found so far in existing scriptures, holy books and philosophies.

Muinuddin wanted to breathe, but often it was a battle for him. Then out of the confusion order appeared one day. When he opened his eyes he saw a woman kneeling beside him, washing his wounds with water from the river. He could hear voices around him describing how Muhammad Ghori had stormed into Ajmer despite having agreed on a truce with Prithviraj. Relieved at the earlier gesture of goodwill, Prithviraj had relaxed his guard and ordered his soldiers to rest, and while the Rajput army slept, Ghori had forced himself upon Ajmer in the still, dark hours of the morning. In the midst of the bloodshed and cries of chaos that followed Ghori rejoiced that the gates of all of northern India had at last been unlocked for him.

There were rumours that Ghori had killed Prithviraj. Some others said that the Rajput king had been hounded and caught and taken prisoner by Ghori on his way back to Kabul, leaving the conquered territory in the plains of India to Qutbuddin Aibak whom Ghori had groomed in warfare. Aibak had occupied Delhi and attacked Kannauj, slaying Jayachand and carrying away loot on 1400 camels. Soon Gwalior fell, and then Gujarat, while Ajmer itself was sacked, occupied and garrisoned. Prithviraj Chauhan, Jayachand and Paramardev Candella, the three most powerful kings of northern India, had been defeated for perpetually being at war with one another.

Now, along with Muinuddin, the entire desert seemed to mourn the outbreak of battle. Troubled winds blasted away the last speck of cloud, banishing moisture from the atmosphere and leaving the land to singe in the naked rays of the sun. Dust storms beat their breasts, making sand sheets ripple and sand dunes collapse, ferociously scattering fine-grained material that glistened in the unbearable heat like countless teardrops. And every windblown particle of silt swirling madly around the region took upon itself the task of scribbling one out of the numerous feats that had made Prithviraj so heroic, praising his mastery in every walk of royal life, from combat to literature to politics. Soon stories like the one about the day when Prithviraj had gallantly wrestled and killed a lion with bare hands to protect his companions were visiting every little hamlet in the desert. Praises were also penned about his knowledge of the rare art of targeting arrows by concentrating on sounds without even looking at the mark. Because of his daring deeds Delhi too had come under the domain of the king of Ajmer. But now it was Aibak who was to make Delhi his capital city.


Defeated as he was in spirit, Muinuddin recovered sufficiently to be able to speak and walk under the care of the lady. From their sporadic conversations he discovered that she belonged to an aristocratic Rajput family. During the murder and mayhem that had prevailed the family had discovered a secure, secret location where they had brought Muinuddin when they had found him lying among nettles, hardly able to breathe and struggling to remain alive. The ache of physical ruin was still there but slight sensations in his soul curiously calmed him. He seemed to draw strength from within a pool whirling in a vast ocean of light that led him to appreciate creation and deal with destruction. He knew now that he would spend the rest of his life quenching this spiritual thirst, going deeper yet from darkness to light until he became part of the light. Muinuddin voiced his intentions to the lady who had been attending to him untiringly. When he described reality to her as both virtue and vice, she nodded, and when he doubted that only goodness existed, she agreed. He said that the purpose of his life was to find out where he stood in the midst of black and white, and she offered to join him on this journey.

As she caressed away his pain, she too discovered her heart become hungry for love and she made up her mind to spend the rest of her life with Muinuddin after she had nursed him back to health. Now that he could see her, now that he could talk to her, would he like to marry her as well, she wanted to know.

Muinuddin blushed at life’s infinite willingness to give, again and again. Weighed down by gratitude, his eyelids lowered as he accepted her proposal. Moments later he forced himself to take a deep breath and open wide the window of his soul to gaze into her eyes, to sneak into her spirit before asking her if he could call her Bibi Ummatullah, the Lady of the Muslim community.

‘What is in a name? I am what I am,’ she exclaimed. The thunder in his mind and lightning in his soul made his body shake less, and he healed a little more as she assured him that his love alone was her ultimate salvation, that it was entirely up to him to describe her in whatever way he saw her.

He found her spellbound by the Vaishnavism cult that had started far away in the southern kingdoms of the country but had gradually submerged the entire subcontinent.1


She sat at his feet and recited from the glorious Vedic hymn of creation, said to be one of the oldest surviving records of philosophical doubt in the history of the world about chaos, so mysterious, and the primeval void, so deep:


There was no nonexistent; and there was no existent at that time. There was neither the mid-space nor the heaven beyond. What stirred? And in whose control? Was there water? The abyss was deep.

Neither death nor deathlessness was there then. There was no sign of night or day. That One breathed without wind through its independent power. There was nothing other than it.

Darkness there was, hidden by darkness, in the beginning. A signless ocean was everything here. The potential that was hidden by emptiness—that One was born by the power of heat.

Desire evolved then in the beginning, which was the first seed of thought. Searching in their hearts through inspired thought, sages found the connection of the existent in the nonexistent.

Their cord was stretched cross-wise. Was there something above? Something below? Were there powers of insemination and powers of expansion? Was independence below, offering above?

Who really knows? Who shall here proclaim it? Whence things came to be, whence this creation. The gods are on this side, along with the creation of this world. So then who does know whence it came to be?

This creation, whence it came to be, whether was made or not—he who is its overseer in the highest heaven, he surely knows. Or even he does not know …?2



On the day of his wedding, Muinuddin was filled with immense joy at the thought of sharing his life with Bibi, a companion with whom he could share his life’s passions and longings.







Gharib Nawaz, a Friend of the Poor
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Muinuddin and Bibi returned hand in hand to Ajmer to find that the heart of the city was still bleeding. Clouds of stench rising from the pyres of those who had lit their own funeral pyres to escape humiliation and death at the hands of the victorious army of conquerors tried to cover the bruises afflicted on the city by the recent battle. But the blisters were beginning to fester, to bubble and to boil. Those who had survived the carnage now foraged in the debris of their torched homes for any sign that would help them to start living again.

Bibi wanted to lead Muinuddin to the relative safety and comfort of her aristocratic father’s palace but Muinuddin decided to build a mud hut instead as their home. She offered to give him at least a pillow for comfort but all he asked for was her arm to rest on. Muinuddin quoted for her the example of the Prince of Balk from the eighth century who was humbled by a stranger walking in the middle of the night on the roof of his palatial bedroom, making it impossible for the prince to sleep. After he was caught and questioned as to what he was doing on the royal rooftop, the stranger replied that he was in search of his camel. When the prince rebuked him saying that the rooftop was certainly no place to look for a lost animal, the stranger agreed, but added that indeed the luxury of a king’s bed was no place either to seek the divine. This uncanny conversation with a total stranger in his own home prompted the prince to renounce the palace and step out into the real world to explore the meaning of life.

The story of the Prince of Balk brought to Bibi’s mind poet-saints like Basavanna, a Hindu reformer from Karnataka, who inspired wandering minstrels in search of the divine to leave their permanent homes and stay away from the prescriptions of interfering priests.

Basavanna was a passionate devotee of Shiva, whom he has referred to as the Lord of the Meeting Rivers in numerous poems. He was against orthodoxy and the rigid rules that suppress spontaneity and divide people into hierarchical groups.

‘Those who have riches build temples for Shiva, the Lord of the Meeting Rivers. What shall I build? I am poor. My legs are the pillars; this body of mine is the temple.’1

A new order was struggling to be born in India at this time forcing previously mighty heroes and kings to give up their glorious way of life. It was a time to bury old, corrupted way of worship, create new ones and identify fresh ways of reaching the divine. Personal worship of a deity of an individual’s choice was noticed for the first time around the eighth century in the hymns of certain communities in southern India. Now poets in the north were inspiring people to dismiss religious rituals and professing real religion as being a total surrender to the divine dwelling in individual hearts. In the south, devotion was focussed on the cult of both Shiva and Vishnu as the source of infinite bliss and in the north Rama and Krishna, both incarnations of Vishnu, were the favoured deities.

Bibi was overjoyed at the sound of these new songs of worship, so full of protest against the archaic definitions of the divine which had frustrated devotees. Their tone of intense defiance against philosophies designed by powerful priests made her aware of the social injustices of the day and the soulful yearning of poets churned her emotions into frequent storms.

Bibi was particularly full of admiration for the increasing number of women who were defying tradition to express an almost anarchic longing for a ‘divine husband’. The female poets, like many others of this period, belonged mostly to majority communities marginalized by high-caste priests and warrior kings. These women expressed their love and desire in simple language that was easily understood by all, raising their reputation among the masses in contrast to the existing ideal of the woman as a chaste and dutiful slave in a patriarchal set-up.

Bibi asked Muinuddin if he had heard of Mahadevi. He said he had not and requested her to tell him more. Bibi told him that Mahadevi was a beautiful princess from south India who had left the king, her husband, to search for Shiva, her real love, poetically described by her as the Lord who was white as jasmine. With the heavens as witness to her union with Shiva, Mahadevi had accepted the lingam as her groom and had no use for another man of this world.

‘Take these husbands who die, decay, and feed them to your kitchen fires!’ she sang heartily.2

Along with everything else that she had given up, Mahadevi discarded her clothes as well, roaming the forests and enjoying a life of freedom of both body and spirit. Her husband Kaushik, who was also the king, was furious at first but when nursing his pride brought him no relief he had gone in search of Mahadevi and become her disciple.

Bibi had been impressed by such tales of daring and romance about people and places far and near from a very young age. While other girls of the family spent time discussing gold and garments, Bibi would wait for yet another opportunity to sneak into the outer quarter of her parents’ mansion where travellers passing through Ajmer were allowed to rest. Disguised as a boy, she would zigzag between adventurers, eavesdropping on different kinds of talk from trade to the political tactic of the hour. She stopped only after she got the first whiff of the heat and dust trapped in the sweaty dreadlocks of mendicants and then followed the scent to the circle formed by several figures in orange robes that blazed brighter than the sun at dusk, crowned by a cloud of dancing smoke. It was here, in the midst of hashish-puffing masters who roamed the length and breadth of the subcontinent and often beyond, that Bibi had first heard the poetry of Mahadevi.3

To her story Muinuddin added a verse of his own:


Whose face is reflected in the mirror? What beauty is this drawn on the canvas of my spirit, who is it? Every dot perfectly spaced, who grooms the galaxy, is mirrored in molecule, who is it? Rays of the sun light up the face in each grain of sand, who is it? It is flesh I see but who is it in the marrow, who is it? Humming to the soul, songs of solace, softening hearts, who is it? Able to see itself, to love itself, who is it? How often will you Muin force yourself between us? That is the goal of me and of you, that one before you, there. Who is it?4



The modest home of Bibi and Muinuddin made of mud soon became a refuge for all those without roof, shelter or food, and for those seeking solace and peace. His generosity and amazing acts of selflessness earned Muinuddin the title of Gharib Nawaz, or friend of the poor.

Muinuddin’s usual meal remained barley bread soaked in water, which he ate every other day. However, for the homeless a large langarkhana, or open kitchen, was supervised by Bibi. Here every human being irrespective of religion or status was welcomed and fed. The two of them spoke kindly to each other and to others, they were generous with their time and the goods they possessed. Their greatest joy was to provide what they could to those with needs greater than their own. This was the only religion both Bibi and Muinuddin thought was worthy of practice.

Day after day they appealed to the emotion of love in one and all and calmed the frustrations of the masses ruined by war, trying their best to redirect the precious energy of human beings away from destruction to the highest pursuit of realizing the creative in themselves. Once the chores of the day were over, Muinuddin would sit amongst master and slave, beggar and bard, men, women and children, encouraging them to speak their minds, to sing from their souls and to dance till dawn if that is what their hearts desired.

Music was soon to become a part of mystical devotion and the dervish already familiar with pre-Islamic ecstatic dances joined this informal celebration of life in all its diversity, paving the way later for the more organized sama or evening concert. The Chishti order is the only Sufi order to have popularized zikr, the rhythmic repetition of all the ninety-nine names of God, by a chorus of vocalists who sing the qawwal, keeping beat with a hectic, hypnotic clapping of hands. This was easy to do in India where music has always been valued not merely as a source of pleasure but also of spiritual rapture. It is said that a yogi had first suggested to Muinuddin that music be played at his retreat every day.


While the Hindus had access to great knowledge, their rigid caste structure was lacking in love. The Chishtis had love. They brought to Hindustan an incredible explosion of love and joy. This explosion often expressed itself through the use of music and dance. The Chishtis opened the doors of ecstasy, and hungry hearts swarmed to taste its delights.5



Muinuddin sang,


O Lord it is me: blanked out in divine light
 and become a horizon of rays flashing from the
 Essence.

My every atom yearned for vision
till I fell drunk
on the manifestations of lordship.

Love polished the rust from my heart’s mirror
till I began to see the mysteries;
I emerged from the darkness of my existence
and became what I am (you know me) from the
Light of Being:
blackened like charcoal dark soul’s smoke
but mixed with love fires and illumined.

Some say the path is difficult;
God forgive them! I went so easily:


The Holy Spirit breathes his every breath into
Mo’in—
who knows? Maybe I’m the second Jesus.6



And those who heard Muinuddin praised both his voice and his words, so sweet was the mood that he evoked in listeners.

A visitor told Muinuddin about Allama Prabhu, a spiritual companion of Basavanna and Mahadevi. Formerly a temple drummer, Allama composed devotional poetry, in which he hailed Shiva as the Lord of Caves.

Allama had once been in love with a girl whom he subsequently lost to a grave illness. Allama’s grief at his loss was infinite. He felt paralysed and sat in a vast field crying his heart out. In between his sobs he noticed that an area of the field was sparkling as if it were gold. He wiped his tears and walked closer to the glitter to discover that it was the cupola of a temple. Allama dug night and day till he reached a door. He walked through it and the darkness inside sucked him further into the temple where a yogi sat in deep meditation. When the yogi noticed Allama, he stood up and gave him a lingam, the symbol of Shiva. Then he dropped dead. At the same instant Allama experienced an incomparable sense of weightlessness and freedom. He expressed the feeling eloquently in his poetry:


Looking for your light, I went out:
It was like the sudden dawn of a million suns,
A ganglion of lightnings for my wonder.
O Lord of caves if you are light,
there can be no metaphor.7



Songs of deep devotion such as these were sung at the gatherings at Muinuddin’s home. Some devotees would be so overcome with emotion on listening to such heartfelt devotion that they would forget their own immediate surroundings and fall into a trance. Others would pluck at strings of their musical instrument so lovingly that for many hours nothing else could be heard in the dark and silent night of the desert except the throb of the rhythm and the invocation of names of a beloved deity in different languages. This energetic, tolerant, incredible way of worship changed the spiritual life of ordinary people, providing them with an inner strength to seek solutions to obstacles that were coming in the way of their happiness and security.

The number of people wanting to be near Muinuddin rapidly increased. Muinuddin was loved and respected merely for making everyone feel wanted and welcome. His humble home soon blossomed into a haven for the masses who, up to Muinuddin’s arrival in their midst, had been both spiritually and socially lost.

Muinuddin watched ascetics perform yoga and added the practice of breath control as part of his meditations. He realized how much he had in common with the wandering mystics of the land who, like him, were unafraid to express their utter devotion to their creator as the ultimate means of achieving spiritual perfection. In his conversation with them, Muinuddin realized that the yogis regarded religious rituals imposed by orthodox clergymen as a further burden upon the already shrinking spirit of simple people. He agreed with their view that servility to another human being was not necessary for salvation.

He listened in silence to the sermon Krishna had given to Arjuna, as enacted from the Gita by two people in the crowd.

‘Tell me, master, by what force does man go to his ill unwilling, as if pushed on the evil path?’ questions Arjuna.

And Krishna replies, ‘It is passion born of darkness that pushes him. Mighty of appetite, sinful and strong is man’s enemy. As smoke blots the white fire, as rust mars the bright mirror, as the womb surrounds the babe unborn, so is the world of things. Foiled, soiled, enclosed in the desire of flesh. The wise fall, caught in it, the resting foe of wisdom, wearing countless forms fair but deceitful, subtle as a flame. Sense, mind and reason, these are booty for it, in its play with these it maddens man, beguiling, blinding him. Therefore, noblest child of Bharata, govern the heart and constrain the entangled sense. Resist the false, soft sinfulness that saps knowledge and judgement.’

Despite his admiration for the people, the poetry of the devotees and the wisdom of the sages, Muinuddin remained a practising Muslim throughout his life, strictly observing all rituals as dictated by Islam. But neither in his teachings nor in his company did he ever demand the conversion of non-Muslim admirers who visited him.

Muinuddin had studied the Quran and was familiar with the legal, theological and mystical contents of the Holy Book, and he acknowledged the Prophet as the best example of a saint. Muinuddin visited Mecca for the annual pilgrimage. According to a popular legend Muhammad appeared before Muinuddin as he meditated at his grave in Medina to suggest that Muinuddin should travel to India.

In a letter to Qutubuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki, his disciple in Delhi, Muinuddin wrote:


The basic foundation of these instructive letters is, of course, Islamic, for they conform to the teachings of the Quran and the sacred traditions of the Prophet. But despite their Islamic fabric these teachings … conform to similar teachings imparted to the world from time to time by various other religious founders and sages for the salvation of mankind.8



To this day Islamic mystics observe all acts of piety as mentioned in the Quran, including regular prayers and fasting. The singular qualities of an Indo-Muslim Sufi saint include descent from the Prophet Muhammad, his companions, or other noble families of seventh-century Arabia.


He must be connected with a Sufi silsila (order) … He must enjoy a reputation for strict orthodoxy. He must perform his Islamic duties meticulously. He must also perform austerities of a more and sometimes of a less orthodox character. At the same time, he must have a mastery of Islamic doctrinal and Sufi texts or an abundance of literary compositions, and while he must be able to work miracles (karamat), he should be careful to avoid their vulgar display. Enjoying a reputation for inaccessibility and disliking human society, he should nevertheless care for disciples and accepted hangers-on. Finally he should experience visible ecstasy, but it should be linked with a refined sensibility to poetry and music.9



In the midst of this extended family, which included every human being who chose to walk in through the door of their humble but happy home, three children—two sons and a daughter—were born to Bibi and Muinuddin.

The first child born to Bibi and Muinuddin was named Fakhruddin and he grew up to be a respected dervish.


He spent most of his time in spiritual development … He adopted agriculture as his profession and lived in a village (Mandal) near Ajmer. He is reported to have died in 1265 and is buried at Sarwar, 37 miles from Ajmer, on the Ajmer–Kekri Road, attracting hundreds of pilgrims every year on his urs, or death anniversary …10




Hisammuddin, their second son, disappeared from the family while he was still quite young and not much is known about him. Bibi Hafiza Jamal was the only daughter of Bibi and Muinuddin and, like her father, was inclined to spiritual thought. She married Raziuddin, son of Hamiduddin Nagauri, a follower of Muinuddin best known for introducing the Chishti way of life to villagers. Hafiza is buried south of her father’s grave in Ajmer along with her mother and Bibi Asmat, her stepmother.

Muinuddin’s marriage to Bibi Ummatullah had taken place in the early 1190s. Some three decades later Syed Wajihuddin Mashadi, the commissioner of Ajmer, sent a proposal of marriage to Muinuddin for Bibi Asmat, his daughter. The commissioner added that this was a wish of the Prophet Muhammad who had suggested the match to him in a dream.

‘Although I am now too old to marry, the commandment of the Holy Prophet must be obeyed. I accept this relation,’ Muinuddin is said to have responded.11 And so he married a second time.

Muinuddin’s son from his second marriage was named Ziauddin Abu Saeed but not much is known about him. It is well known that Sufis often feel closer to their spiritual heirs, who may not be related to them by blood, than to their own children. That is perhaps one reason why more is known of the friendship between Muinuddin and Bakhtiar Kaki, his principle disciple, and his love for Fariduddin, Kaki’s successor, than about his immediate family or his children.

Fariduddin, known today as Baba Farid, was the disciple of Bakhtiar Kaki and Muinuddin was pleased at the inclusion of the good-natured mystic into the family of the now expanding Chishti order. He immediately gave him the name of Ganj Shakr, a treasure of sweetness. Born in Multan, Fariduddin initially spent time with his master in Delhi but soon moved out of the distracting environs of the capital city into the deep countryside of the Punjab. Fariduddin fasted constantly and lived in poverty. He was fond of hanging himself for forty days in a dark room for purposes of meditation.

Muinuddin Chishti died in 1236. He was buried in his home according to Sufi tradition. The original grave was covered with bricks. In the fifteenth century, Sultan Hushang of Malwa erected a marble cenotaph over the tomb that has been expanded several times since then. The main door to the dargah, known as the Buland Darwaza, was installed during the reign of the same sultan.

It appears that soon after Muinuddin Chishti’s death, the activities of the Chishtis moved to Delhi under the guidance of Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki, Muinuddin Chishti’s beloved disciple. Kaki kept a distance from authorities and refused all gifts and money from those in power.

Fariduddin succeeded Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki. What is not clear is whether Fariduddin ever spoke to Nizamuddin Auliya, one of the most towering Chishti saints, about Muinuddin Chishti. There is also no record of Nizamuddin or his successor Nasiruddin Chirag Dilli having travelled to Ajmer to visit Muinuddin Chishti’s shrine.


No information is available regarding pilgrimage to Ajmer in the thirteenth century, but after a hundred years the role of the Chishti fraternity in Indian society had increased to such an extent that performing ziyarat (pilgrimage) to the mazar (tomb) of the founder of the fraternity became obligatory for representatives of the ruling dynasty and the aristocrats.12



It is most unfortunate that no record of Nizamuddin Auliya’s impressions of Muinuddin Chishti exists. Even in Morals for the Heart (the English translation of Fawaid al-Fuad), the most authentic work on Nizamuddin, there is no mention of Muinuddin Chishti. The book is a record of the conversations between Amir Hasan, Nizamuddin’s poet disciple, and the saint and captures the spirit of Nizamuddin and his absolute loyalty to his spiritual master, Fariduddin.






Sufi Thought
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Muslim Central Asia was the fountain from which an array of activities—from commerce to cultural exchange—spread to nearby regions. Many residents from this part of the world entered India both to rule and as refugees, as did founders of Sufi orders, like Muinuddin Chishti, who came here with a simple idea and nurtured it into a fresh and seductive world view.

During this period numerous open houses or khanqahs mushroomed all over the land to shelter weary wanderers unable to pay for food or room. The travellers would all sleep and work in one jamatkhana, or large community hall, and their activities here revolved around a spiritual master.

In No God but God Reza Aslan writes, ‘These Sufi masters were themselves the disciples of legendary wise masters whose unsystematic teachings they had collected so as to pass them on to a new generation of disciples. As each disciple reached a level of spiritual maturity, he would then be charged with transmitting his mater’s words to his own pupils, and so on.’

In Notes from a Distant Flute Bruce B. Lawrence, a self-confessed medievalist, extols the role of a medieval master, which is, he says, to transmit stories and recite poetry that reflect the correct outlook and behaviour, or sometimes merely provide relief from the tedium of spiritual discipline.

In Islam in the Subcontinent Annemarie Schimmel mentions that the inmates of a jamatkhana performed both personal services for the master and the cooperative management of the affairs of the monastery. The Sufis went out in search of kindling and tinder and when not engaged in other menial tasks they studied mystical texts. Their social life centred around the common hall, which, despite its modest exterior, attracted crowds of the rich and poor, wise and ignorant, in search of amulets, advice, food, or just rest. The open kitchen or langar manifested Muslim magnanimity and was revolutionary in the Hindu heartland where a common kitchen for use by members of different castes had never existed before.

For those interested in longer stays many khanqahs, which often enlarged into cloisters and monasteries, provided private cells for the purpose of solitary meditation. Some others organized discourses by experienced Sufis who talked to those still bewildered by conflicting emotions and unsure of the path they wanted to follow in life.

Under the Ghazni empire Lahore in 1031 had been bustling with intense Islamic learning and became the home of Muhammad al-Bukhari, a Sunni Muslim scholar of great repute. During this time mystical thinkers like Hujwiri ended their travels around the world to settle in Lahore to contemplate their inner selves. Hujwiri wrote the first theory of Sufism in Persian in Lahore and is to this day considered the first patron-saint of the city.


Alberuni too had lived in Lahore, in the Kitas area. He studied Sanskrit and estimated the circumference of the earth at this latitude. He wrote extensively on Hinduism and Hindu society and concluded that Hindus were entirely different from Muslims in every respect, the first and foremost difference being their language. He also noted how different their religions were, and that in a theological discussion the Hindu may argue with words but will never stake his body, soul or property on religious controversy.

The number of learned people in Lahore around the time Muinuddin visited the city a century after Alberuni was so great that out of every hundred persons at least ninety were scholars and nine out of ten were interpreters of the Quran. He decided to stay on for a few months in Lahore listening to intellectuals, discussing topics of the day, including religion and spirituality. But his real desire was to behold the heart of India.

The arrival of Muinuddin in Ajmer coincided with a hectic revival of the classical way of life dictated by the Vedas. Hindus, looking for recourse from orthodoxy, were in a liberal mood and in the process of integrating ideas from Buddhism and Jainism into their life. The new Muslim masters too were less interested in forcing the law of Islam upon the land and more in being friendly in order to consolidate their power. They were forced by circumstances to be tolerant.


But it was a time of great change in India. The old society was aching to renew itself. Islamic mystics found the atmosphere conducive to engaging in dialogue with mystic traditions of the Vedanta, especially since followers of both faiths were looking for alternatives to their religions as dictated by the respective clergy. They found it easy to begin the discourse, opening it with incorporation, which led at first to isolation, then the discovery of differences, comparisons, uneasiness, wonderment, admiration and, finally, to the promise of mutual exchange and unity.

His studies and conversations with Hindu scholars had revealed to Muinuddin the immense possibility before all human beings of realizing the truth in different ways without thinking of any one way as superior to another. He became sure that the unity of truth exists everywhere, even in the values of other faiths. He realized that the root of tolerance, so unique to Hinduism, stretches back to ancient India and that it was possible to be a Hindu whether one’s belief was in one god, many or none.

He gathered too that wisdom lay in accepting that life is far more complex than it seems, that reason is not enough to discover the truth and that the discovery of truth is not only about knowledge but also about morals held by individuals whether they are interested in discovering the truth or not.


Muinuddin was most impressed with the life of Buddha who did not claim to be a god or founder of a religion. Buddha was a Hindu by birth but rebelled against the social injustices of his time without attacking anyone; neither was he persecuted by anyone else. Be mindful of love, was the message he propagated, along with goodwill, compassion and friendliness towards all living beings.

However, Muinuddin could not reconcile the practice of religious tolerance with the intolerance of the upper castes for the majority of society, whom they considered impure and not worthy of marriage or any other social contact. How cruel it is that inequality at birth should remain a curse for an entire lifetime! Islam, in comparison, was a strict religion but did not make any social discriminations.

Muinuddin must have thought of Emperor Ashoka, who, after his conversion to Buddhism, tried to incorporate morality into governance and legitimized his rule not through descent from any divine decree but with the support and approval of the people.

The easterly winds had also carried with them songs dedicated to Shiva and Vishnu composed by devotees. The ritual-oriented classical Vedic religion with its rigid emphasis on the performance of social and religious duties according to the individual’s place in the social hierarchy had been shaken by the call of the mystical verses of the Alvar poets of Tamil Nadu. Millions had rocked to the hymns in praise of Vishnu, mainly in his later incarnations of Rama and Krishna, mainly composed by twelve saints, including a woman and some low-caste devotees, who insisted that neither caste nor gender could be an obstacle to the realization of the divine. Nammalvar, among the best-known of the Alvar poets from the seventh century, had captured the essence of Vishnu worship in hymns imagining himself as the beloved yearning for the Lord: ‘Tossing about restlessly with mind melted, singing again and again and shedding tears, calling you … and seeking you everywhere, this beautiful girl is languishing.’1

Adi Shankara, the eighth-century sage and reformer, had enriched the spiritual life of ordinary people in India within a short span of thirty-two years. He had explained the concept of advaita, or non-duality, more simply and effectively than the complicated sermons that confused common people. Shankara took the different streams of divisive arguments of the day and tied them into a colourful bouquet as a gift for people who were happy at the thought that the divine existed within them. Shankara is remembered for stating very simply that Brahman is the only truth and the world is unreal; there is no difference between Brahman and the individual self, but the union of man with God comes only after realizing the true nature of the self.

The blizzards from the west brought to Muinuddin the philosophy of Ibn Arabi, a few decades younger than Muinuddin and preaching his faith in Spain and northern Africa. Ibn Arabi said that what is left of the past is mere words and it is up to human beings to find out what traditions mean. He based his religion of love on reason and stressed that this religion is the birthright of all human beings. Ibn Arabi admitted that the divine had appeared in the innermost core of his heart to say that human beings should not despair as the mercy of the all-powerful is all-pervasive. He believed that the sacred does not dwell either in heaven or on earth, but in the heart of the beloved believer. According to him the perfect or universal man is not God but a reflection of God. Consciousness and the cosmos are separate realities but connected like two mirrors forced to acknowledge the existence of the other. The Quran says that creation comes from a single soul and Ibn Arabi understood this to mean that the perfect human being is one in whom the attributes of God are perfectly reflected.

Travelling teachers like Abul Qasim Junaid in Baghdad and Abu Yazid Bistami in Khorasan spread the word of Sufism throughout Central Asia in the eleventh century, quenching the spiritual thirst of the very rebellious Shia and Ismaili communities within Islam who were persecuted by powerful ruling dynasties of the region.

One of numerous anecdotes associated with Junaid is about a thief who sneaked into Junaid’s room and found nothing there except a shirt. The thief took the shirt and tried to sell it in the marketplace the following day. An argument began as the customer asked for proof that the shirt actually belonged to the seller before he paid for it. Junaid, who was passing by, recognized his shirt and walked up to the buyer to say, ‘I am ready to testify that the shirt does belong to him.’

Junaid preached that the self is not annihilated when it becomes one with the divine. Even at the height of ecstasy when the veil between the devotee and the divine is lifted, a human being remains incapable of comprehending the fullness of truth. Fana, said Junaid, is neither incarnation nor deification but simply the longing to find one’s eternal self in God.

According to Junaid the three stages of fana include the obliteration of characteristics, the obliteration of pleasures and the obliteration of the consciousness in attaining the vision of God in the final stage of ecstasy.

To experience fana a mystic chooses a master to whom he reports all his experiences. The master offers guidance according to the individual need of the pupil so that the soul begins to purify in preparation for the spiritual journey. There are many difficulties at first, as carnal desires rebel and wrestle and prevent one from conquering pride and prejudice, lust and longing. When deeds begin to match words, thoughts intent, carnality eventually gives way to contentment. It then becomes possible to live life in harmony with the natural beat of one’s heart that is cleansed of all fear of loss and gain and ready to receive love.

At this stage it is possible to recognize whether the master is demanding obedience to him or to the dictates of the devotee’s own heart. To know this the mystic may need to fast and to meditate in silence and in isolation as he tries to blossom spiritually. Over time it is possible to differentiate between mystical experiences and disturbing hallucinations and to actually feel the warmth of the flame of love already flickering in the heart. It is only then that a human being begins to live.

Mansoor al-Hallaj, the Persian mystic and Junaid’s disciple, described his own dissolution into divine bliss when he said that he is who he loves and the object of his love is he. The mystic is extinguished by having become part of the perfect one. However, no two Sufis agree on how free the will of man is or the exact path that should be followed to comprehend the infinite.

When the mystical genius from Khorasan, Abu Yazid Bistami, cried in ecstasy that he had passed into nothingness, that only when he was no more did he come alive, the ideal of Sufism traversed unexpected heights. In contrast to sober Sufis like Junaid, Bistami, a profoundly spiritual man who had achieved an exalted state of self-awareness through austerity and meditation, introduced the concept of ecstasy or intoxication into the Sufi doctrine.

Muinuddin too must have dreamed of a world where he imagined all human beings born from a single source to be living together with minimum conflict. Muinuddin was sure at this stage in his life that the essence of the divine is love, that love is the cause of creation and a more natural emotion for human beings to practice than hate.

Like other mystics, whether Hindu or Muslim, Muinuddin did not think that there was nothing before creation. The divine was always there in a loving, primordial state of unity. ‘It was only when God desired to express this love to the “other” that humanity was created in the image of the Divine. Humanity is God made manifest; it is God objectified through love.’2

The love that Sufis advocate is a passionate, all-consuming, humbling, self-denying love, an unconditional surrender to the beloved’s will with no regard for one’s own well-being. The purpose of this love is self-annihilation, for love is the fire that wipes out the ego and purifies the soul but first the lover must flare and burn as Majnun did for Laila.


According to Farid al-Attar, the Persian poet from the eleventh century, the lover’s face is fevered and yearning. The frenzied lover is glad to set a hundred worlds ablaze. He knows not faith nor blasphemy, doubt nor certainty. To the lover both good and evil are the same and he is nothing but a living flame.

For Muinuddin the meaning of life was love for everyone and everything. Mere talk of peaceful coexistence was not enough; he inspired those around him to reveal the full magnificence of their mortal self if they were to experience joy and to share this joy with those who were shrouded in misery. He wanted human beings to glow in the fire of truth and to use spiritual light to dispel darkness and ignorance from the world. He insisted that the only mission of human beings was to serve those who were poor in spirit and in body.

The Sufi movement in India derived its strength from the best minds in both Hinduism and Islam opening their hearts to each other and agreeing that the human being is the most important reality in the universe, that the value of human life supersedes all ideology. At the core of the faith was the belief that human beings are in fact quite a wonder, a complete world in themselves, micro versions of all creation, possessing all the potential and power found on a larger scale in the universe, including the dark and the light, the bastardly and the benign, the calamitous and the calm. It looks upon negative emotions such as lust and anger as real passions which will not go away but which can be conquered and turned into a constructive passion for the sake of attaining perfection. It is up to human intelligence to prevent the conversion of the consciousness into a battleground for good and evil. It is possible to protect the self from being reduced to a ping-pong ball in the power play between the forces of good and evil in spite of being unsure of the exact purpose of life, for what a human being really is remains a mystery.

Sufi masters of the heart say that the soul is the divine spirit while the body is the outer world protecting the precious essence of life. To realize this essence, to be aware of the spark of life, is the only purpose of life. The body is made of the same material as the outer world, that is, the elements—fire, air, earth and water. The five internal faculties it possesses are thought, imagination, doubt, memory and a yearning. Together, the external and internal capabilities serve the heart and the soul of human beings. When sense and sensibilities are injudiciously directed to serve the outer world at the cost of the inner world there is confusion, turbulence and destruction. To find the right path, to stay on it by making the correct choice at every stage of life is the individual responsibility of every human being. The mystic does not separate the inner world from the outer and all rituals performed in the outer world have meaning only as long as they are followed up with a personal and inner motivation to practice goodness and kindness in actual life.

The discovery of what is morally and ethically correct and beneficial to both individuals and others comes from understanding the self through personal experience and guidance from another more experienced, and hence the significance of the spiritual guide, the Sufi master.

These were some of the ideas that perhaps preoccupied Muinuddin as he continued to live in Ajmer and chart out the principal beliefs of the Chishti way of life.

The origin of Sufism is traced to Muhammad, the founder of Islam, whose companions included a group of pious people from around the world. They met at an elevated area in front of Muhammad’s modest home, near the first mosque built by him in Medina. Those who came here daily to participate in discussions about the true meaning of the verses of the Holy Book were called ahle suffe, or the people of the platform, and are considered to be the first Sufis.

When Muhammad, the Habibullah or God’s beloved, was no more, his closest companions dispersed to travel to different parts of the world to share ideas they had discovered about the self, Muhammad and God with others who were on a similar path of spiritual progress. Already masters in ascetic and mystical practices for the purpose of freeing the mind of worldly temptations that are obstacles to the pursuit of spiritual awakening, they discovered similar impulses among wanderers in India and across Africa.

It has never been difficult for one mystic to recognize another, although it is believed that a real Sufi is recognized only by God. The most distinctive quality of a saint is self-effacement and there are many who are unaware that they are Sufis.

The knowledge of Sufism is considered an unmediated secret between God and those chosen by him as his friends and messengers. These friends of God have special insights into the workings of the divine and on reality, knowledge that is revealed to them by God secret by secret and as a sign of their sainthood. Saints subsist on the knowledge they have acquired and live a wonderful life dictated by it. They are considered to be God’s chosen creatures and their powers to be the most potent.

The practices of different schools of Sufism may differ today but all Sufis trace their origin to the ahle suffe who eventually emerged from the core of Islam to embark on tasawouf, a journey of the heart. Their followers are those who are also in love with the intoxicating and magnificent idea of the existence of the divine.


Muslims consider Muhammad a shining example of primordial light, and Sufis look up to the Prophet as the most dazzling reflection of the Perfect One. However, Muhammad is not God. The nur or light of Muhammad is just that, a reflection of God’s light. The relationship of God to Muhammad is likened by a Sufi to the relationship of the sun, the actual source of light, to the moon or the stars that merely mirror the light of the sun.

Many Orientalists and fundamentalists have attempted to separate Sufism from Islam. But Muhammad’s sincere and lasting devotion to God, his direct experience of God and his daily routine marked by severe discipline and frequent meditations after midnight remains at the core of all Sufi practice.

However, the record of Muhammad’s life is not a mere catalogue of model behaviour to be emulated point by point. It is, rather, a collection of information that requires assessment and application in an appropriate context. No one can replicate the life of Muhammad, who is a window into moral knowledge—he not so much a person as a principle.

Mystical awareness was obvious in Muhammad’s own relationship with God. It cannot be denied that during his life the Prophet experienced the presence of supernatural powers and was chosen to reveal a new message from the divine to mankind.

The Quran, the word of God, was revealed to Muhammad and contains many mystical verses. Because of the complexity of certain truths the Quran conveys them to man through parables. For instance, Verse 24 of the Holy Book, which refers to the Light, makes it clear that it is impossible to describe God in any human language and therefore focuses on the illumination experienced by the minds of those willing to be guided by the Creator.


God is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The parable of his light is, as it were, that of a niche containing a lamp; the lamp is (enclosed) in glass, the glass (shining) like a radiant star: (a lamp) lit from a blessed tree—an olive tree that is neither of the east nor of the west—the oil whereof (is so bright that it) would well-nigh give light (of itself) even though fire had not touched it: light upon light!3



Masters of the heart, like Muinuddin, are remembered for their radiant spirituality and as friends of God enjoying special powers that enable them to mediate in a loving manner between divine and the devotee. Muinuddin and his spiritual teachers spent their time contemplating the meaning of Muhammad’s life and trying to experience the divine. They tried to imagine the inner reality of Muhammad and guided younger devotees to do the same. They are respected because they first brought discipline into their own lives and became an example for others to emulate, encouraging the practice of different techniques of meditation that have now been formalized.

Many Muslims continue to oppose the intimate, mystical path preferred by the Sufi. Although, as Ramadan Tariq eloquently clarifies, ‘This opposition becomes meaningless as the intimate “mystical way” is at the heart (it is the heart) of the “path toward the spring”. Spirituality is the first requirement of faithfulness. There is no faithfulness without spirituality.’4

Muhammad lived by rules that he believed in and Sufis aspire to do the same. That is why Sufis are admired except perhaps by the orthodox, the worldly and the sceptic. None of these people care if mystics are persecuted and one of the main reasons for their resistance to accept Sufism is the Sufi claim of a direct experience of God without involving established authority and official religion. Today, Sufism continues to be a challenge for rigid legalists who dominate so much of Islamic life.







Muinuddin’s Legacy
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The Chishtiya order as it exists today is perhaps nothing like the life led by Muinuddin. There is no record that Muinuddin even called himself a Sufi. But over time his teachings have led to a lifestyle followed by his spiritual descendants that is recognized today as the Chishtiya tariqa, or way of life. The Chishtis are loved for their practice of tolerance and affection for the poor in accordance with the teachings of Muinuddin. The highest form of devotion for the Chishtis is to redress the misery of those in distress, to fulfil the need of the helpless and to feed the hungry.

An important aspect of Muinuddin’s way of life was that he did not insist on converting non-Muslims to his religion and he did not have any stipulations on who could visit him. His was an open house where piety was encouraged and food and music attracted both the prince and the pauper. The etiquette practised by Muinuddin was emulated by members of his family and followers and was gradually formalized into a set path practised by all Chishtis. The Chishtis evoked the divine through zikr, the repetition of God’s name at a sama, the evening concert where a dynamic dialogue between the human lover and divine beloved is enacted as a spiritual exercise to inspire the heart to open itself to the eternal soul till all awareness of the self is extinguished in fana (obliteration of the self) and there is no memory of anything except love.


This is an exercise in conquering duality. Sufis believe that duality is the cause of all pain. For the Sufi, reality is very real. It is not an illusion or nothingness. It is pure love. There is just one reality, they hold, but its images, forms and names are many. The moment of moksha for the Sufi is the lifting of the veil that hides reality from the self. This is possible when all awareness of the self, that is, the ego, is obliterated and the secret of creation, of its source and unity, is revealed.

The Chishtis are pious but are known to love music and poetry. They consider the recitation of the Quran to be the most mellifluous sound in the world. Music and dance are forbidden in traditional Islam but have been inseparable from mystical forms of worship in the Indian subcontinent. In fact, it was music that was to a great extent responsible for the rapid spread of Sufism in India. Although musical concerts may not be essential to worship they remain an important tradition. Musical concerts are the means by which the Chishtis reached out to the world of the divine. At the same time, music helped to create an ambience for the hearts of devotees to open up far more readily than a serious sermon on spirituality ever would.

The Chishtis are most respected for their gentle manners and frugal life style. Hamiduddin, a student of Muinuddin and later father-in-law of Bibi Hafiza Jamal, Muinuddin’s only daughter, renounced the world. He was a vegetarian, practised breath control like the yogis of the land, lived amongst peasants and greatly Indianized the Chishti Sufi order. Hafiza too was spiritual and lived in a mud hut with her husband, who was a farmer.

Some scholars question the ‘cloudy’ beginning of Muinuddin Chishti’s Indian venture. Revered as the founder of the most humane and peaceful of all Indian Sufi orders, Muinuddin Chishti may even have started as a mystic who championed faith, placing the task of propagation of Islam above everything else, intolerant of followers of other faiths and merciless to opponents.


The portrait of the saint, quick to anger or to retaliate painted by hagiographic legends differs considerably from the textbook image of Muinuddin Chishti as the ‘ocean of charity’ and the ‘sun of compassion’, of a man who corresponds to the very name of the saint (Muin, one who gives help, renders assistance). Generally speaking … the individuality of the founder of the Chishti order escapes the modern researcher, being wholly levelled by legends … The literature ascribed to him are entirely inauthentic, and reference to him in chronicles goes back to the end of the fourteenth century when he had already started being venerated as a most eminent saint in India. He has not left any doctrinal works and verses, which, in spite of all the unreliability of Sufi poetry as a historical source, could at least clarify aspects of his personality.1



It is quite possible that over time Muinuddin Chishti’s image was softened by followers who did not tire of repeating stories of the Sufi’s boundless charity and selfless love for all human beings. It is likely that the way we know Muinuddin Chishti today is an image that flowered posthumously after his death in 1236.

The death anniversary of Muinuddin Chishti, celebrated as the saint’s urs, or union of the soul with God, is the biggest Sufi festival in the Indian subcontinent. It is held annually at the pir’s tomb (Ajmer Sharif) in Ajmer in accordance with the Muslim lunar calendar. Pilgrims representing all of humanity, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, assemble at Ajmer peacefully out of love and reverence for Muinuddin, making his dream of humanity being unified by love come true.

According to Ibn Arabi in The Mecca Openings, pilgrims travel to the site where a saint is buried in search of ecstasy and a feeling of oneness with the divine. In his treatise he writes,


One of the conditions of the witnessing knower, the master of hidden stations and places of witnessing, is that he knows that places have an influence upon subtle hearts … The finding of our hearts in some places is greater than in others … At all the places where the pious perished in this world, and in the places where their influences lingered, subtle hearts are affected. Thus we come back to the differing excellence of places of worship in the finding of the heart.2



Following the collapse of the Delhi Sultanate in the early fifteenth century, Muinuddin’s shrine was abandoned and his ancestors dispersed to different corners of the country. It was Sultan Hushang of Malwa who safeguarded Muinuddin’s resting place in the fifteenth century. The complex was further enlarged and embellished by Akbar in the sixteenth century after his prayers for an heir were answered.

Much of the ritual architecture of Ajmer Sharif has been built in fulfilment of the vows made to the saint by Mughal kings and military leaders in exchange for victory over Rajput rulers. During the days of the Delhi Sultanate the journey to Ajmer was treacherous. The town was not on the major caravan routes and was subject to attacks by Rajput soldiers and armed thugs. But after Emperor Akbar travelled to Ajmer, the journey became less dangerous, turning Ajmer Sharif into a place of mass pilgrimage.

According to historians Akbar first learnt of Muinuddin Chishti after he heard a qawwali sung in praise of the saint in Agra. Akbar performed his first pilgrimage to Ajmer in 1562, after which he ordered a road from Fatehpur Sikri to Ajmer, marking every three kilometres with a small tower that stands to this day. Now that the emperor was a devotee of Muinuddin Chishti it did not take long for the people to follow.

On his return from the battle over Chittor, Akbar visited Ajmer for a second time in 1568. He prayed at the shrine and was thankful for his victory. He left a huge cauldron in the premises for use by the open kitchen where numerous pilgrims and the homeless continue to be fed.

Akbar singled out the descendants of Muinuddin Chishti and gave them gifts—but above all he gave them respect. To commemorate the rights returned to them, the saint’s descendants continue to perform the ritual dege Chittor kusha, the cauldron of victory over Chittor. Every year the custodians of Ajmer Sharif put up a show of force as they symbolically quarrel with each other over the rice in the cauldron.

There are two cauldrons in the first courtyard of Ajmer Sharif. In the second courtyard is the saint’s mausoleum. The engraved silver panelled doors lead to a fretted cubical structure inlaid with mother of pearl, inside which is the tomb covered in green brocade.

Akbar rebuilt the main shrine with a gilded dome in 1579 and had the following inscribed in gold on three sides of its cylindrical base:


Master of masters, Muinuddin,

Noblest of saints on the face of the earth,

The sun on the celestial sphere of the universe

The monarch on the throne of the realm of faith.

What to say about his beauty and perfection?

They are obvious from impregnable fortress.

O, your door is like Kaaba for the faithful,

Sun and moon rub their foreheads on your threshold.

At your shrine similarly prostrate

Hundreds of thousands of kings like the sovereign of China.

Your door attendants are guardians of heaven,

Since in its sanctity your tomb is like paradise.

The particle of its dust has the quality of perfumes,

The drop of its moisture is like transparent water.

O Allah, till the sun and the moon last,

Let the lamp of the Chishtis shine brightly.3




Akbar was a devotee of Salim Chishti, a revered Sufi. The emperor believed that the divine intervention of the saint was responsible for the birth of his son and heir. Akbar called his son Salim, who later became Jahangir, the fourth Mughal ruler. Emperor Jahangir was born in Ajmer and lived there for three years. Like his father, Jahangir donated a cauldron in 1614 in which it is possible to cook food for five thousand pilgrims at a time. Jahangir wrote: ‘I gave to faqirs and attendants money with my own hands, altogether 6,000 rupees in cash, hundred robes, seventy rosaries of pearl, coral and amber …’4 He framed the cenotaph with a fence made of pure gold (later replaced by Aurangzeb with a silver fence). It is in Ajmer that Jahangir accepted the credentials of the first British ambassador Thomas Roe who was sent in 1615 to the Mughal court by James I.

Jahangir’s son Shahjahan too believed that Dara Shikoh, his first child, was born in answer to his prayers at Ajmer Sharif. In 1637 he built a mosque with eleven arches of white marble and the Shahjahani gate. This structure is flanked on both sides with spacious halls for ritual gatherings and the adjoining open area is dotted with tombs of the saint’s disciples and descendants, nobles and military leaders. Dara grew up to be a man endowed with an attractive mystical aura. He was a philosopher and writer and nursed a special relationship with Ajmer. Aurangzeb, Dara’s younger brother, was less attracted to the spirit of Islam and more to Islamic law. Aurangzeb visited Ajmer too but, sadly, after he had made sure that his orders to execute Dara had been carried out. However, on another visit to Ajmer, Aurangzeb was so moved by the qawwali he heard at the shrine that he left lots of gold for the musicians. He also lifted the ban imposed by him on the performance of music at the shrine.

Jahanara, Aurangzeb’s sister, was mystically inclined like Dara Shikoh and regarded Muinuddin Chisti as the supreme Sufi saint of India. She visited the shrine often and describes her pilgrimage to Ajmer coinciding with the death anniversary of the saint.


I went to the holy sanctuary and rubbed my pale face on the dust of the threshold. From the doorway to the blessed tomb I went barefoot, kissing the ground. Having entered the dome, I went around the light-filled tomb of my master seven times, sweeping it with my eyelashes, and making the sweet smelling dust of that place the mascara of my eyes.5



Bibi Hafiz Jamal, Muinuddin Chishti’s Sufi daughter, is buried in an exclusive women’s corner called Begum Dalan surrounded by the graves of Mughal princesses. The third courtyard is crossed through the chhatri or awning gate leading to the solitary cells used by Sufis for meditation. In a corner is a well cut out of the rock with steep steps moist with history. The waters of this well are considered as holy as the waters of the abe zamzam in Mecca.

Pilgrimage to the shrine by members of the royal family made Ajmer so popular that the rich and powerful soon crowded the town with more mosques, covered courts and countless guesthouses. Maya Bai, the wet nurse of princess Zebunnisa, Aurangzeb’s daughter, built a red sandstone mosque and Bai Tilokdi, the daughter of Tansen, the court musician of Akbar, built another. Rajput clans and Marathas gave their due as well. In 1756 Santoji, the Maratha leader, laid out a big park called Chishti Chaman near the Madar gate.

The shrine of a Sufi is symbolic of the spot where heaven and earth meet. It is a spiritual map used by pilgrims to pay respect to good human beings who have lived and meditated here and to begin their own pilgrimage towards the source, the first cause of all life.

The Shambala Guide to Sufism points out that a pilgrimage to tombs increases one’s spiritual focus through contact with the earthly remains of a saint. Visitors to the tomb consider the saint to be eternally alive. They make offerings in the form of a vow before asking for a wish to be fulfilled. If the wish comes true the pilgrim pays respect to the saint by paying for repairs to the tomb or with gifts for the caretaker of the shrine.

Legend has it that Muinuddin Chishti actually came to India in search of Pushkar. After all, he did not stay too long in Multan, Lahore or Delhi and hurried to Ajmer, eleven kilometres from Pushkar, a far more pious city. It is here Muinuddin Chishti, the scholar, hoped to continue metaphysical discourses with learned Hindu pandits. In memory of that unrealized journey flowers are routinely brought even today from the Brahma temple in Pushkar as gifts to Ajmer Sharif. Over time, rituals in the shrine have fallen into an interesting fusion of the sacred and the profane, combining colourful Hindu and Muslim rituals. Purists have often tried to control some ‘lowly’ superstitions practised here, and the unrestrained revelry and rituals performed in memory of the saint are frowned upon, particularly during the urs which includes fairs and performances by qawwals, local buffoons and nightingales of easy virtue, cockfights and wrestling matches.

The root of the qawwali performances at the shrine of Sufi saints may be traced back to Muinuddin Chishti’s passionate attachment to music. Muinuddin Chishti had requested Hamiduddin Nagori to compile Risalai-sama, a treatise on the art of listening to music. The theory formulated by Nagori on three stages of ecstasy during a sama included ecstasy evoked by psychotechnics, the proper state of ecstasy, and the state beyond ecstasy. Excessive enthusiasm of the Chishtis for sama later pushed the sobriety of the original practice of allowing music to lead one to communion with the divine to feelings of a more temporal joy. The popular qawwali practised by the Chishtis is indigenous to the Indian subcontinent and an important aid in evoking ecstasy. However, the principles of a qawwali as we know them today are a gift to the world from Amir Khusro, the poet disciple of Nizamuddin Auliya who died more than a century after Muinuddin Chishti. Beginning with Muinuddin Chishti, the defence of music as meditation is the cause of the rift and ongoing debate between the Chishtis, competing Sufi orders like the Suhrawardiyya and strict scholars of Islamic law.






Royalty, Clergy and the Sufis
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Sufism, particularly in India, is closely linked to the social and the political forces that have been in power in different stages of history.

As long as Muhammad Ghori lived, there was little peace in India. As soon as he had the territory he fought for, he would launch yet another campaign to conquer more. Resistance to Ghori by Rajputs also continued and it was not until Ghori’s murder in 1206 by a Khokhar tribesman on the banks of the Indus river in modern-day Punjab that relative calm returned to Ajmer.

Since Ghori had no sons, he treated thousands of slaves employed by him like his sons. Ghori had a good eye for spotting talent in a human being and filled his presence with slaves superior to those of his rivals. He educated these slaves like children of royalty. After Ghori’s passing, Qutubuddin Aibak, his favourite slave, took his place as head of the Indian conquests with Delhi as his capital. Although some struggle for power and anarchy followed the succession of Ghori, Aibak earned peace through alliances with influential rival chiefs. He married the daughter of the governor of Kirman and his sister became wife of the governor of Sind, while Iltutmush, his favourite slave, received Aibak’s daughter as a bride.

The concept of equality peaked at this time, as slaves became sultans. The Slave Dynasty of northern India ruled for about eighty-four years. Aibak, Iltutmush and Balban, three of the greatest rulers of the Delhi Sultanate, had all been slaves, sold, bought and often resold in their younger years. Aibak’s four-year rule is remembered as a just and strict one when roadside thieves and thugs beat a retreat and prosperity spread among the population. Due to his generous nature he came to be affectionately called ‘Lal Baksh’.

The Oxford History of India by Percival Spear describes Aibak as a typical specimen of the ferocious Central Asian warrior of the time, merciless and fanatical. His valour, liberal-thinking and profuse generosity towards his comrades endeared him to the historians of his age; they praised him as a beneficent and victorious monarch. His gifts, we are told, were bestowed upon hundreds of thousands, and his slaughters likewise were by hundreds of thousands.

K.A. Nizami’s Some Aspects of Religion and Politics in India during the Thirteenth Century points out that resistance to Muslim invaders came mainly from the privileged classes in India and the Rajput aristocracy. If the masses had decided to resist Turkish rule in India it would not have been possible for invaders to rule over even an inch of Indian territory. But the majority of the Indian population was excluded from the military by Rajput rulers and from temples by the Brahmins.

However, it must be remembered that the story of the Muslim conquest as seen from the Hindu point of view is hardly available except in myths that still exist, often in exaggerated forms. The most familiar narratives are derived from authors like Mountstuart Elphinstone, a nineteenth-century Scottish historian and governor of Mumbai, whose History of India (published in 1904) is valuable but is based on materials supplied mainly by Muslim sources and often reflects the prejudices of historians who wrote in Persian. Peter Hardy, author of Historians of Medieval India, says that for many Muslim historians of the time the Hindu subjects were never interesting in himself, but only as a convert, tax payer or corpse.

The invaders’ rapid success in India is attributed to their pitiless aggression that made resistance terribly dangerous and could not always be evaded by humble submission. It was a natural policy for the conquerors, few in number, to frequently deal with revolts among the great mass of Hindus. War and numerous skirmishes between Rajput and Turkish soldiers continued, clearly proving that India did not succumb to Turkish domination overnight. The countryside remained predominantly Hindu with Muslim dominance in urban areas.

In The Chishtis: A Living Light, Muneera Haeri mentions that Aibak and later Muslim rulers taxed Hindu rulers and landowners. But the actual collection of revenue and the administration of lands was left largely in the hands of Hindus. The numerical superiority of the indigenous people ensured that the Turks were never able to maintain control and power without the support of the Hindu population. In fact it must have been impossible for outsiders to defeat the Rajput rulers without help from large sections of ordinary people, belonging mainly to populations dispossessed within Hindu society.


It must, therefore, be surmised that the reaction of much of the Hindu urban populace to their invaders was not an overtly hostile one. The benefits that came from the new developments in trade and commerce further encouraged them to co-operate with the newcomers. Strict sectarian militancy belonged to later generations. The Hindu trader and craftsman were practical men, the spiritual beliefs of potential customers or commercial backers would have been of little concern provided their own way of living was not disrupted.1



It is important to know about the people in power during Muinuddin’s lifetime as Muinuddin had made Ajmer his home. Muinuddin’s stay here was further facilitated, it is believed, by the arrival from Delhi of Syed Husain Mashadi as military governor to Ajmer. Mashadi was a pious man and enjoyed ample trust of the Hindu population of Ajmer.

If Muinuddin did share a special relationship with the military governor he was obviously not averse to the idea of keeping a healthy distance from those in power, as his spiritual heirs did. At this time the community of Persian-speaking Muslims of Central Asian origin must have been small around Ajmer and Delhi, making it easier for them to socialize with each other. Besides, the state of affairs of that transitional time may have prompted Muinuddin to play a more active role in advising authorities in dealing with the local population than may have been necessary for later Chishti teachers.

People of Turkic origin were mostly warriors rather than spiritual people. However, some among them were more pious than others, like Iltutmush, who ruled for twenty-six years after the death of Qutubuddin Aibak. Iltutmush played a pivotal role in making sure that the clergy and the mystics did not clash. Attracted to both this world and the one beyond, he chose Qutubuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki, Muinuddin Chishti’s disciple, as his spiritual adviser.

Iltutmush was Aibak’s slave but because he was brave and capable he was sent as governor to Gwalior, and Badaun too came under his administration. He married Aibak’s daughter and when Aram Shah, Aibak’s son, showed no interest in governance, it was only natural for Iltutmush to succeed Aibak to the throne of Delhi. Iltutmush completed the construction of the Qutb Minar, the victory pillar Aibak had commissioned after he had conquered Delhi, and built a beautiful, seven-vaulted mosque in Ajmer, adorned with long inscriptions in the Kufic script streaming down in plaits.

Iltutmush was considered a successful ruler because of his political savvy and for providing social stability to the country. He suppressed dissidence in Kirman and Ghazni and won over the people of Uch, Multan and Lahore. His popularity soared after he was able to avoid a clash and diplomatically turn away the Mongol marauder Chenghis Khan (who had already destroyed large parts of modern-day Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq, including Sistan, the birthplace of Muinuddin) from Delhi.

History records that during his raid of Central Asia Chenghis Khan had chased Jalaluddin, a Persian ruler from Khwarezm in Uzbekistan, down to the Indus river near Attock. In desperation Jalaluddin had asked for refuge in Delhi. Aware that any help to an enemy could well tempt the Mongol to turn his wrath upon India, Iltutmush sent a message to Jalaluddin saying that the climatic as well as political heat of Delhi would possibly harm his royal highness, so it may be better if Jalaluddin stayed away from Delhi. This forced Jalaluddin to sneak away into Iran through Sind. Predictably Chenghis Khan followed on his heels and India was spared a barbaric attack. A great military strategist, Iltutmush soon conquered Bengal, Malwa, Bhilsa and Ujjain, and expanded the southern limits of his empire to Narbad. In Delhi he crowded his court with scholars, scientists, seers and soldiers.

As a young man in Nishapur, Iltutmush had spent time with Sufi masters and in Delhi he allowed the mystical movement to flourish under his reign. Iltutmush visited Multan, a key centre of learning, to pay respects to Bahauddin Zakariya, the Suhrawardiyya saint. He made Persian the language of administration and welcomed scholars from Arabia and China.

The clergy and Iltutmush shared a mutual respect for each other and that is why there was no protest when Iltutmush chose his daughter Razia instead of his debauched son as successor to the throne of Delhi. Razia ruled without wearing the veil and regularly appeared in public, riding on an elephant. Chishti texts from the thirteenth century and records of court historians also indicate that when Islamic jurists opposed music as an evil, Iltutmush, then sultan of Delhi, favoured the arguments of the music-loving Chishtis.

However, Iltutmush’s admiration for Kaki created many enemies for the mystic. Once, Muinuddin was forced to rush to the capital city with the intention of getting his disciple to live with him in Ajmer for his safety. It is said that as they walked away from Delhi towards Ajmer, a sea of people led by Iltutmush trailed behind. Muinuddin was so moved by the respect his disciple enjoyed that he advised Kaki to remain in Delhi, which became his spiritual realm and where he lived till his death in 1235. He built his home on the outskirts of the city, across the Yamuna river and is buried in the Mehrauli neighbourhood of Delhi. Kaki was famous for his frequent flights of ecstasy and it is he who led all the debates in the court of Iltutmush, passionately defending the importance and legality of sama, the spiritual musical concerts practiced by the Chishti order.

Muinuddin frequently visited Kaki in Delhi and Iltutmush always appeared to pay his respects to the sage. There was much excitement amongst the three when Usman Harwani, Muinuddin’s master, whom Muinuddin had not met for over three decades, visited Delhi before his death in 1220. Harwani talked at length to Muinuddin and inspired him to write Kanjul Asrar, a spiritual guide in Persian for Iltutmush.

Throughout the reign of the Mughals (between 1526 and 1858) Sufis were extremely influential and readily provided spiritual guidance to the empire. Among the Mughal emperors Akbar was most deeply drawn to spirituality and to the mystical works of Sufi poets. The great Mughal said that he might not belong to any Sufi order but he believed in them from the bottom of his heart. Akbar liked to call himself a king who was a slave of the dervishes.

Akbar had possibly inherited the cultural openness and religious syncretism he practised as a family tradition. Although Babur and Humayun had put faith aside in the interest of temporal gains, Chenghis Khan, their ancestor, had participated in Nestorian, Christian, Muslim and Buddhist religious rites and Timur Lenk had appreciated Sufism.


In such an environment, and with such a family background as his, and having the kind of intellectual and spiritual susceptibilities which he had, it was natural that Akbar should go foraging far afield in religion. In doing so, he was pushing along a path that was already open, though he went farther than most.2



Akbar was introduced to Sufism early in life by Abdul Latif, his tutor. Towards his late twenties Akbar got worried that he was getting on in age but did not have an heir. He confided his concerns to Salim Chishti of Fatehpur Sikri, his spiritual master. A devotee of Muinuddin and himself a revered saint, Salim lived in the solace of the rocky hills of Sikri. He assured Akbar that he would soon have an heir.

When Akbar’s Rajput wife conceived, he sent her to Sikri for her confinement. She remained close to Salim’s auspicious lodge in the hope of benefiting from the spiritual potency of the place. The son, born in August 1569, was named Salim after Akbar’s spiritual master. Salim later came to be known as Jahangir, one who holds the world. Akbar was so overjoyed at the birth of the future emperor that he distributed gifts generously. He felt greatly indebted to Salim Chishti for his wish being fulfilled and took care of the saint as long as he lived. He also fulfilled the dervish’s wish of listening to Tansen’s entrancing music as he lay on his deathbed.

After his death Akbar built a snow-white tomb in filigreed marble over Salim’s grave which still stands, at once humble and magnificent against the red sandstone city of Fatehpur Sikri. Akbar met regularly with leaders of different religions and many renowned poets in this house of worship. It was probably in these environs that the seeds of Deen-e-ilahi, a religion close to Akbar’s heart, embracing all humanity, were first sown.

The discussions in the Hall of Worship, the Ibadatkhana, built at Fatehpur Sikri, were presided by Akbar and attended by Sunni ulama, Sufi sheikhs, Hindu pandits, Jains, Zorastrian and Catholic priests, the latter mostly from Potuguese Goa. Akbar ordered the translations of the Atharva Veda, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Abdulqadir Badauni, the Indo-Persian historian of the time, in his monumental work Muntakhabut Tawarikh writes, ‘The empire had grown in extent … His majesty has thus leisure to come into nearer contact with ascetics and the disciples of his reverence, the late Moin, and passed much of his time in discussing the word of God and the word of the Prophet. Questions of Sufism, scientific discussions, inquiries into philosophy and law were the order of the day.’3

Three months after the birth of Salim, Akbar walked from Agra to Ajmer, his head unadorned by a crown, covering 360 kilometres bare feet, in sixteen stages, averaging 23 kilometres a day, to experience for himself the silent strength of Muinuddin’s shrine. Akbar continued to perform his pilgrimage to Ajmer till 1579.

Although royal patronage was frequently forthcoming for Sufi mystics, they have often faced opposition and persecution as well. Even though Sufis do not challenge anyone on a battlefield, this covert aspect of Islam has seldom failed to breed paranoia in the powerful.

The early years of the tenth century witnessed the climax of a sharp orthodox Muslim reaction against the individualistic transcendentalism of the Sufis who were contemptuous of human judgement. This culminated in the public execution in 922 in Baghdad of Mansoor al-Hallaj, the Persian mystic who in a moment of trance declared that he was the truth: ‘I am God.’

Many Sufi masters felt that it was inappropriate to share mysticism with the masses, yet Hallaj openly did so in his writings and through his teachings. He made many enemies and rulers felt threatened by him. Appalled at the merciless murder of Hallaj, later Sufi masters thought it best to compromise with traditionalism and accept theology.

The reconciliation of orthodoxy with mysticism within Islam was largely the achievement of the great theologian and mystic al-Ghazali. He propagated that the personal, emotional relation of the individual to the divine was the core of popular Islam. He believed that man’s perfection and happiness consist in trying to imitate the qualities of the Perfect One but few are equipped to withstand the severe discipline that is required. Human beings are more likely to discover the real attributes and purposes of divine reality through mystical experience.


In winning over Islam to this view, al-Ghazali won for Sufism an abiding home in Muslim orthodoxy. In doing so, however, he pared away some of the more extreme forms of mystic expression. He refused to try to express what he himself had experienced. To divulge the secrets of Lordship is unbelief. Al-Ghazali held Sufism back from pantheism; at the precise moment of supreme illumination there is still a distinction between the creator and the mystic.4



However, the wisdom of al-Ghazali could not stop the persecution of mystics. Shahabuddin Suhrawardi, who had perfected Persian parables and preached the illuminationist philosophy based on a neo-Platonic idea of the soul’s descent into the body, was executed at the age of thirty-five in Aleppo in 1191. Suhrawardi had preached that different human beings bask in different gradations of divine light although everyone possesses the potential of attaining the same intensity of self-awareness. For his beliefs Suhrawardi was charged with attempts to corrupt religion.

By the fourteenth century most of the towns in north India had their own saint. In the popular Islam practised by the lower strata of society these saints were venerated as miracle makers, bearers of divine blessings, intercessors and patrons of various social groups and artisans. Throughout history, though, eminent representatives of the Muslim community have worried over the growth of the cult of the saint. There are books full of criticism of this wild growth, of boundless syncretism and of what they consider the downright erosion of religio-cultural boundaries. By virtue of their proximity to the people and ascetic way of life, a Sufi saint evoked greater love, and therefore authority, than the official experts of religion. Unlike mystics in search of transcendental communion with the saint, ordinary people make a pilgrimage for more utilitarian and temporal reasons—recovery from an illness, getting rid of the evil eye, winning lawsuits, wishing for more money, the birth of a son, the marriage of a daughter or even the death of an enemy—and all pious efforts to limit pilgrimage to Sufi shrines have always been in vain.

Official Islam has always looked upon the cult of saints with suspicion. In the strict monotheism of Islam the worship of objects and people, even saints, is seen as polytheism and as a terrible sin. Among the Sunni sects, the Hanbali Muslims and more recently the Wahhabis want to purify Islam of all outside influences. Indian leaders of the Sunni Hanafi school declared the cult of saints unauthorized and an error. Shah Walliullah, spiritual leader of Indian Sunnis and known as the renovator of faith in the eighteenth century, has even said that those who make pilgrimage to Ajmer are sinners, having committed a crime that is greater than murder or adultery.


In 1818 the British annexed Ajmer and after that Ajmer Sharif lost all patronage of the state. In the twentieth century Turkey decided to create a modern nation state out of the embers of the disintegrating Ottoman Empire. Kemal Ataturk, the father of modern Turkey, wanted education, administration and culture in his country to be as European as possible. He took a series of dramatic measures to modernize Turkey and part of the secular revolution was to cut the roots of Islam. Ataturk banned Sufi orders from the land of Jalaluddin Rumi. The ban was however lifted in the 1950s and the whirling dervishes continue to perform at the urs of Rumi in Konya every December.

Closer to our time, Stalin closed down 26,000 mosques, and by 1989 there were just eighty mosques left in all Uzbekistan. But under this thin carapace of institutionalized worship, whose leaders were forced into compromise with Moscow, there swarmed an undergrowth of unofficial mullahs and holy men. The most fervent centres of worship and objects of secret pilgrimage became not the regulated mosques but the shrines of venerated Sufis.

Rulers have been restless and uncomfortable with the success of Sufism in society. It results perhaps from the frustration of not being able to access the inner world of individuals, the heart, that piece of territory that cannot be conquered by anyone. The stoic reaction of the Sufi to the decay of the outer world perhaps provokes the mighty everywhere, making them angry at not being able to control the life of individuals who choose to turn away from their patronage to embark on a private journey of the soul.






Scholars on Sufism

[image: image]



Most religions are easy to explain because their manifestations in the outer world, their rites and rituals, are obvious, but Sufism is a concept so esoteric that it defies definition.

To describe the personal, inner journey of individual mystics is an almost impossible task. The mystic seeks direct experience of the divine and considers this insight to be wisdom. In the opinion of a Sufi it is possible that a true perception of the world may transcend logic and intellectual comprehension. It can escape traditional interpretations and even create misunderstandings in the collective consciousness of the world. The mystic therefore continues to frustrate rationalists, especially since he is unable to share his sacred but exclusivist experience with other individuals.

In Mysticism and Logic, Bertrand Russell calls intuition—considered by a mystic as a source of super-sensory knowledge—a mere modification of instinct and therefore not a source of new knowledge. In their enthusiasm for universal love, he explains, mystics deny the difference between good and evil and remain incapable of decisive action despite the good feeling that they have towards all human beings.

J.N. Findlay, the twentieth-century philosopher who believes in ‘rational mysticism’, writes in Ascent to the Absolute that far from being abnormal or irrelevant the discovery of a mystical unity at the heart of things is the true knowledge that gives meaning to our daily work. Some sociologists explain mystical phenomena as the product of special social conditions perhaps on the assumption that mysticism would disappear if conditions in society ‘improved’.

In A Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, a manuscript from 1843, Karl Marx wrote, ‘Religion is the cry of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the masses.’

Other social scientists say that mystical experience is spontaneous, occurs all the time, everywhere and under diverse social circumstances. But it may be better recorded and given more attention sometimes and less at other times. Both sociologists and theologians recognize the universality of mystical experience, periods of spiritual dryness and ‘dark nights of the soul’ that are sometimes long and sometimes short.

However, Geoffrey Parrinder says in Mysticism in the World’s Religions that since God is eternal and unchanging he speaks again in his own good time. Parrinder is not impressed by Max Weber’s conclusion that the failure of India to win the race for modernization was due to its irrational and ecstatic religion and the country is unable to accept the rationalization of life and the benefits of ‘the spirit of capitalism’. Weber wrote about India without ever visiting it and Parrinder finds it astonishing that those who blame an ethereal philosophy or a mystical religion for modern economic difficulties that have other causes do not consider the achievements of the past developed under similar religious influences.

At the turn of the last century, William James, American psychologist and philosopher, concluded that like our rational state the mystical state too is both true and deceptive and involves pleasure and pain. Abraham Maslow, a twentieth-century proponent of the theory of self-actualization, secularizes mystical experience. He says that an ego transcending ‘peak experience’ is able to unify and provide a sense of purpose and integration to any individual whether he is religious or not.

The relationship of mysticism to religion is rooted in the belief that the extreme exultation and ecstasy experienced by mystics can only be the work of a higher force. The motivation of this force must be love as nothing but love is capable of creating the feelings of powerful satisfaction, joy and bliss that have the capacity to change an individual’s life forever. This is irrespective of the fact that most of the time it is not easy to express the same feelings in words.

Professor Robert Ornstein, author of The Right Mind, deals with split brain studies. He says that all individuals have access to knowledge beyond the intellect but many cultures ignore this knowledge as they do many forms of information that are not blatantly obvious. All individuals, it seems, have tools to enter the depths of rationality and intuition, the two facets of consciousness. The most creative life is one that is able to combine the two polar opposite forces for a more wholesome engagement with the world. Others trying to grasp esoteric ideas and sensations feel that till non-duality is better understood the range of mystical experiences will remain a mystery. Till then individuals will, in their own different ways, continue to try and conquer the duality between the self and the other and to transcend the ego in order to become one with that which is universal and absolute.

The vocation, experiences and attitudes of mystics are multiple and the word Sufi coined by European Orientalists only in the nineteenth century is just partly able to explain the difference between the temperaments of a gentle human being like Muinuddin and the aggressive Hafiz of Shiraz, another Sufi born a decade or so before Muinuddin’s death in 1236.

In the verse ‘Tired of Speaking Sweetly’, Hafiz feels love wants to shake us out of our stupor and end all teatime talk of divinity. The poet imagines the lover being dragged around the room by the hair by the beloved, who also snatches away from him all the toys of the world that bring no joy. This is the description of a state of extreme love experienced by the poet who has had enough of speaking sweetly and wants to shred all notions of truth that make the lover fight with himself and the beloved and shed tears even on a good day. The greatest favour that a beloved can bestow upon the lover, he writes, is to maul him in the tiny, locked room within the self and to kick and hang the lover upside down, to shake out the nonsense within even as the world looks upon this as a playful drunken state and nonchalantly turns its back upon the act as nothing but madness.

J. Spencer Trimingham, Islamic scholar and author of The Sufi Orders in Islam, defines the Sufi as someone who believes it is possible to have direct experience of God and is prepared to go out of his way to achieve a state which will enable him to do this. He feels this is the only possible definition of a variety of people attracted today to different schools of Sufi thought.

Islamic fundamentalists disown Sufism as a perversion of Islam while many secular modernists look upon it as medieval superstition. Sufis claim that they are Muslims who believe in the existence of immaterial, invisible reality that they say is possible to experience with the senses.

The way of the tariqa, or path, is in itself a search for the whole truth, the seen and the unseen. The Sufi feels it is worth his while to spend an entire lifetime looking for the unseen. Uncomfortable with the growing influence of jurisprudence that has reduced Islam to outward-looking laws, the Sufi tries to create around him an ambience or sama similar to the one that led the Prophet Muhammad to discover his inner self and prepared him to receive the revelation from God.

Muinuddin, like all Muslims, looked upon Muhammad’s life as the primary source of mystical inspiration. The Quran was of utmost importance to Muinuddin. But he searched the holy text for batin, or the hidden meaning, in contrast to jurists who looked only at laws. Following in the same tradition, Sufis today may defy strict laws but they are never in opposition to the Quran. In fact, the vocabulary of the Sufi is derived from the Quran in which all wisdom is revealed if the text is interpreted with insight. Within the lines of the shahadad or acceptance that there is no God but God is cradled the concept of tawhid, the oneness of God. The creator and his creatures are seen here as two aspects of the same reality, reflecting one another and depending upon each other as wahdat-al-wajud, or the unity of existence.

The opening sura or verse of the Quran is most important.


The Fatiha contains, in a condensed form, all the fundamental principles laid down in the Holy Book from the principle of God’s oneness and uniqueness, of his being the originator and fosterer of the universe, the fountain of all life-giving grace, the one to whom man is ultimately responsible, the only power that can really guide and help, the call to righteous action in the life of this world … the principle of life after death and of the organic consequences of man’s action and behaviour … the principle of guidance through God’s message-bearers … and, flowing from it, the principle of continuity of all true religions … and, finally, to the need for voluntary self-surrender to the will of the Supreme Being and, thus, for worshipping Him alone.1



In contemporary times Tariq Ramadan, a Swiss Muslim, advocates a reinterpretation of Islamic texts and inspires Muslims in Europe to reimagine their religion in a way that will help them to engage better with European society.


From the beginning and at the very heart of Islam, the relation between spirituality and reason has been a ‘relation of inspiration’. The heart must be always trying to remind reason of its fragility, of ‘the need of Him’, of the need not to forget Him. The strength of this influence depends on people’s concern that this flame live in them. There is no doubt that the environment exercises a crucial role and that it is difficult in a society focused on consumerism, performance, and indvidualism, so this really is the heart of the work on the self, the jihad al-nafs (struggle to conquer the ego), to which all Muslims are called.2



In No God but God Reza Aslan compiles a wonderful list of the views of mysticism according to different Sufis of different times.

‘It is numberless waves, lapping and momentarily reflecting the sun, all from the same sea,’ declares Halki.

‘It is the practice of adopting every higher quality and leaving every lower quality,’ says Junaid. He defines unity as ‘to separate the eternal essence from the originated essence’, the soul being the eternal, divine idea that is dipped for a moment into the temporal world but it returns to the divine unity enriched by its experiences.

‘The Sufi is not Christian or Jew or Muslim. He is not of any religion or cultural system … not from the east or the west, not out of the ocean or up from the ground, not natural or ethereal, not composed of elements at all … not an entity of the world or the next,’ Jalaluddin Rumi writes in the thirteenth century.

Sufism is the secret subtle reality concealed at the very depths of the Muslim faith, and only by mining those depths can one gain any understanding of this enigmatic sect. The Sufi is the actual temple of the fire worshippers, the priest of the Magian, the inner reality of the cross-legged Brahman meditating, the brush and the colour of the artist,’ Ishan Kaiser says.3

Sufism is a religious movement, characterized by a medley of divergent philosophical and religious trends, as though it were an empty cauldron into which have been poured the principles of Christian monasticism and Hindu asceticism, along with a sprinkling of Buddhist and Tantric thought, a touch of Islamic thought, a touch of Islamic Shiaism, with Manichaeism and Central Asian Shamanism thrown in for good measure. Such a hodgepodge of influences may frustrate scholarly analysis, but it also indicates how Sufism may have formed in its earliest stages when the first Sufis were loosely affiliated and highly mobile individuals who travelled throughout the world seeking intimate knowledge of God.


Drunk without wine, sated without food, a king beneath a humble cloak, a treasure within a ruin, Sufism is to Islam what the heart is to the human being, its vital centre, the seat of its essence. It is in Majnun’s words the pearl hidden in the shell, the face beneath the veil. Sufism is the secret, subtle reality concealed at the very depths of the Muslim faith, and only by mining those depths can one gain any understanding of this enigmatic sect.4



Muhammad’s life is, in fact, the perfect example of ascetic practice so necessary for mystical communion and yet orthodox Muslims dismiss mysticism as un-Islamic.

When Professor Carl W. Ernst, Islamic studies specialist, visited Pakistan to write a book on Sufism in South Asia, he was warned that Sufism has nothing to do with Islam. The idea that Sufism has nothing to do with Islam did not exist before the nineteenth century when European Orientalists introduced the Orient to the West for political gain. This period coincided with the rise of the Wahhabi movement and the discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia.

Edward Said has this to say about the attitude of the Orientalists:


To speak of Orientalism therefore is to speak mainly, although not exclusively, of a British and French cultural enterprise, a project whose dimensions take in such disparate realism as the imagination itself, the whole of India and the Levant … many Eastern sects, philosophies, and wisdoms domesticated for local European use.5



The aim of the Islamic orthodox community is fundamentally to reform the faith according to their perception of it and through a selective propagation of the holy text, and Sufism clashes with this desire of the fundamentalists. What Islamic fundamentalists share in common with modernists influenced by the scholarly works of Orientalists is hostility towards the very personal path of the Sufi. Both see Sufism as having survived medieval superstition, idolatry and corruption, as something that is derived from saint-worshipping Christians and from the doctrines of pantheistic Greek philosophers. The worship of tombs and pagan music, similar to Hindu modes of worship, is distasteful to them.


The seriousness with which fundamentalists take Sufism is indicated by the Wahabi movement in Arabia in the 1800s, considered the progenitor of today’s fundamentalist movements; when their tribal alliance first came to power, one of their first actions was to destroy all the stately tombs of Sufi saints and Shia imams in Arabia and Iraq. Adept at the manipulation of mass media, fundamentalists have tried to monopolize the rhetoric of religious legitimacy … Their authoritarian tendencies, couched in the language of submission to God, permit no competing visions of religious truth.6



Islamic mysticism is only one way for some people to reach out to the unseen. There are other ways that other people in different parts of the world follow in similar attempts to conquer ego and to find out more about the self despite bans and warnings that discourage them not to do so. Muhammad Iqbal puts it best when he says:


The martyrs of Love are not Muslim nor Pagan

The manners of Love are not Arab nor Turk!

Some passion far other than Love was the power

That taught Ghazni’s high ruler to dote on his slave.

When the spirit of Love has no place on the throne,

All wisdom and learning vain tricks and pretence!

Paying court to no king, by no king held in awe,

Love is freedom and honour, whose scorn of the world

Holds more than the magic that made Alexander

His fabulous mirror, its magic makes men.7
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Conclusion

Recent times have seen an escalation in the tension between Muslim communities and their non-Muslim neighbours, resulting in violence in many parts of the world and India. This violent politicization of society worries ordinary people as they see militant religious organizations, both Hindu and Muslim, mushroom in their midst.

There are further reports that the orthodox do not want women to continue to visit Muinuddin’s shrine. This is the time then to also recall the Mughal princess Jahanara’s love for the Sufi saint. Jahanara performed the pilgrimage to Ajmer because, she said, the beloved had placed a noose around her neck and pulled her towards him whenever he wished.

Muinuddin chose not to battle over God but to practice and spread God’s love. He never tired of repeating that hidden behind the paraphernalia of rituals of all the diverse religions of the world is unity, and that all of humanity is united in its love and curiosity for the creator.

The foundations of love laid by Muinuddin are crumbling. It is time to cement this love, to reach out, and wait for the magic of the merciful unfold before us like it had for Muinuddin.
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