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Early Sufi master Abū Bakr al-Shiblī (d. 946) is both famous and unknown. One of the pioneers
of Islamic mysticism, he left no writings, but his legacy was passed down orally, and he has been
acclaimed from his own time to the present. Accounts of Shiblī present a fascinating figure: an
eccentric with a showy red beard, a lover of poetry and wit, an ascetic who embraced altered
states of consciousness, and, for a time, a disturbed man confined to an insane asylum.
Kenneth Avery offers a contemporary interpretation of Shiblī's thought and his importance in the
history of Sufism. This book surveys the major sources for Shiblī's life and work from both Arabic
and Persian traditions, detailing the main facets of his biography and teachings and
documenting the evolving figure of a Sufi saint. Shiblī's relationships with his more famous
colleague Junayd and his infamous colleague Ḥallāj are discussed, along with his Qur'ānic
spirituality, his poetry, and the question of his periodic insanity.
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acknowledged.CHAPTER 1IntroductionIn the second quarter of the tenth century, following the
cruel and scandalous execution of the Sufi mystic Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj in Baghdad, a lesser-known
man was committed to the insane asylum of that great capital of the Muslim world. The treatment
he received, the best available at the time, was little more than crude potions and shackling with
chains. During his stay in the asylum he received visitors. “Who are you?” he asked. “We are your
friends” came the reply. The man picked up some stones and began to throw them at the visitors.
When they fled he shouted after them, “Liars! You claim to be my friends, but you cannot endure
my testing!”That man, Abū Bakr al-Shiblī, was no ordinary person. He was a singular individual
of great intensity, spirituality, and perception, of remarkable wit and learning. His illness was, for
him, just another stage on his inner journey, his search for the transcendent, for the Reality that
lay in and beyond everyday appearance.But did the events reported in this anecdote really take
place? Such stories about Shiblī’s life later became the stuff of legend and folktale. They



developed their own momentum and their own luxuriant growth, and in the hands of admirers,
disciples, and hagiographers they were added to and changed over the centuries.We know that
he was born into a wealthy family, trained as a Mālikī scholar, “converted” to the Sufi path aged
about forty, was a disciple of Khayr al-Nassāj and the famed Junayd, led an unconventional life
of strict austerities and discipline, with some bouts of mental unbalance, and died in his eighties
in 946. But these are only the bare bones of his exceptional life, and we know few other precise
details.While Shiblī became a prime subject for later hagiography, is it possible that we can
come to know more about him, to peel away the layers of pious tradition and discover the real
facts about his life and thought?Richard Gramlich writes that Shiblī’s historical figure soon
disappeared after his death under a luminous, legendary idealization that kept developing
through the centuries. The traditional biographical details are nearly all anecdotes of unknown
historical basis and detached contexts. Sometimes other important figures merely play an
ideological role in these anecdotes, their dialogue or questions to Shiblī serving to place his
personality and teaching at the center of the narrative.1Shiblī’s figure shines with contrasting
colors: a rigorous ascetic and a corpulent man with an enormous showy beard; capable of
extreme self-abasement and unbecoming pride; a great traditionist, esteemed Mālikī scholar
and Sufi master but at the same time a madman often needing asylum; witty in his speech but
foolish in his conduct. What are we to make of him? Even Junayd, the great master of the
Baghdad “school” of Sufis, wavered between stern reproach and the highest praise.2Having left
no writings, his sayings were transmitted orally and eventually found their place scattered
among numerous authors. There was no biographer, but the many anecdotes that found their
way into later writings form the basis for our picture of him. Yet, as Gramlich notes, it is not the
historical biography that is really preserved, though some historical data are revealed, but the
nature of his spiritual and intellectual world.3Why is Shiblī important, and why should we be
eager to know his life and sayings? In brief, the answer is that he was an exceptional person, a
genuinely spiritual man, a God-centered individual who by example showed the path of intense
devotion and the transcendental journey. It is in this way that the various writings that preserve
his anecdotes and teachings are not important primarily as historical sources, but as disclosing
to later generations the essence of his spirituality, thought, and action.There are further
systematic and genealogical reasons for Shiblī’s importance. He is a key figure in the
transmission and preservation of the Baghdad “school” of Sufism, usually centering on the
“sober” Junayd, but also containing elements of the more unconventional and “intoxicated”
mysticism represented by Shiblī. Abū  Abd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī (d. 1021), the most important
collector of tradition (ḥadīth) and Qur ān commentary (tafsīr) for early Sufism, was a disciple of
Abū  l-Qāsim al-Naṣrābādhī (d. 977–978), a disciple of Shiblī. It is thus no accident that Shiblī’s
is the longest biography in Sulamī’s influential collection of Sufi “lives,” the Ṭabaqāt al-ṣūfīya
(Generations of Sufis). Abū Nu aym al-Iṣfahānī (d. 1038), another important traditionist and
hagiographer, was in turn a student of Sulamī. Abū  l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī (d. 1072), author of the
most influential text of early Sufism, the Risāla (Treatise), following the death of his own master,



Abū  Alī al-Daqqāq, joined the circle of Sulamī’s disciples, which represented the tradition of
Iraqi Sufism in Khurasan.  Alī ibn  Uthmān al-Hujwīrī (d. 1070s), author of the first treatise on
Sufism written in Persian, the Kashf al-maḥjūb (Revealing the Veiled), studied under Abu  l-Faḍl
al-Khuttalī, through whom he is linked to Shiblī and the Baghdad school. These initiatory and
genealogical lines are evidence enough to show the importance of Shiblī for the history of
Sufism.In terms of methodology, I do not seek to present a full-scale biography. The sources
ranging from the tenth to the fifteenth centuries, which are relied on here, are not historical
documents as such that allow us to gain solid information on Shiblī’s life beyond the basics. They
were not written for biographical purposes, but rather to preserve anecdotes of his teachings,
sayings, and deeds with a purpose in mind, to show his piety as a model for emulation. R.
Stephen Humphreys, writing about Louis Massignon’s monumental Passion of al-Ḥallāj, states
that “In terms of hard facts, we have only a skeleton of al-Ḥallāj’s career, and much of what we
are told about him is saintly hagiography rather than earth-bound history.” Massignon’s goal,
however, was “not to establish a chronology of al-Ḥallāj’s actions, but somehow to penetrate to
the core of his spiritual personality, and to see it as a vital response to the totality of his milieu.”4
The same applies in many ways to Shiblī and the present investigation, and my hope is to
capture the essence of his spirituality, though of course I do not pretend to anything like the
depth and scope of Massignon’s famous work.Not every possible source has been consulted,
only those representative and better-known works from the tenth to the fifteenth centuries.
These writings offer different characterizations, and though there are many gaps, the central
personality of Shiblī revealed in these texts usually has a claim to truth. Thus, I hope to present a
dynamic and multifaceted portrait of Shiblī, how he was seen by succeeding generations of Sufi
and non-Sufi writers from only a few years after his death (Sarrāj) through to the fifteenth century
(Jāmī).Each text is considered separately, its characteristics and qualities, as well as its
contribution to our knowledge of Shiblī (in chapters 3 to 13). The value and shortcomings of
these works are then considered summarily in chapters 14 and 15. Further aspects of his legacy
are discussed in the following chapters, the structure of his sayings (chapter 16), and his
relationship with the most famous of his contemporaries, Junayd and Ḥallāj (chapters 17 and 18,
respectively). The vexed question of his insanity and how this is perceived particularly by
modern scholars is pursued in chapter 19. An analysis of Shiblī’s poetry—its style and forms,
and examples of his verse—is the subject of chapter 20. Finally, a survey of his Qur ān exegesis
is undertaken in chapter 21, again with many illustrative examples. In this way it is hoped that a
rounded picture of Shiblī may emerge by a variety of means, including the anecdotes found in
the Sufi manuals and hagiographies, his sayings and poetry preserved in these same works,
and his Qur ān exegesis from Sulamī’s early collections.As mentioned above, my intent is not to
produce a comprehensive biography using all the premodern sources. Rather, I seek to offer
exemplary and characteristic vignettes from each source, highlighting the differences and the
reappraisals of successive generations of Sufi hagiographers. In this way a historically
conscious understanding is built up, so we can discern how different generations and



communities came to perceive the life and heritage of Shiblī. As for the question of whether we
can come to a more informed view of his significance, and perhaps peel away some of the layers
of legend and tradition, the following chapters will tell.CHAPTER 2The Historical ContextIt
seems likely that Shiblī was born in Samarra, Iraq, in 861, or perhaps in Baghdad, where he later
settled. His birth in Samarra to a family with high political connections is probable given the
temporary sojourn of the court and army in that city between 836 and 870. These were years of
great disturbance, as the Abbasid caliphate was losing control on power and in rapid decline.
The employment of slave soldiers, Transoxanian and Turkish in origin, was an attempt to provide
security to the Baghdad regime, but these only inflamed the local populace and former Arab
armies. With the removal of military and administrative functions to the new city of Samarra, the
central government was further weakened, and, despite much bloodshed, foreign troops failed
to provide stability to the tottering regime.1Shiblī’s family most likely had their origins in
Transoxania, in a village or perhaps small province known as Usrūshana (or Ushrūsana), not far
from Samarkand.2 Shiblī himself seems to have been an official of the Abbasid court in
Samarra, perhaps a chamberlain of the caliph’s brother Abū Aḥmad al-Muwaffaq. With a
privileged and wealthy background, Shiblī received a suitable education, distinguishing himself
as a scholar of the Mālikī school of law, and as a student of ḥadīth.3 At about the age of forty he
met the Sufi teacher Khayr al-Nassāj of Samarra (d. 934), and embarked on the mystical life.
The details are none too precise. The number 40 itself has significant typological associations:
the Prophet’s experience of revelation at age forty; the commissioning of God’s “friends” at age
forty; the forty days of spiritual retreat; the forty ḥadīth collections; and so on.4 Moreover, there is
some controversy regarding the abruptness of Shiblī’s “conversion.” Was this due simply to the
power of Khayr’s persuasion, or due to Shiblī (or a fellow official) being removed suddenly from
office, as suggested by some, admittedly late thirteenth-century sources?5 In any case, if Shiblī
was about forty years old when he “converted” to the Sufi path, this would have occurred around
the year 900.Khayr al-Nassāj was renowned as an eloquent preacher (so Hujwīrī), and this may
have swayed Shiblī and others, such as Ibrahīm Khawwāṣ (d. 904), to a change of life. Khayr
was a student of the influential Sarī Saqaṭī (d. 867), who was Junayd’s uncle and mentor. The
Persian-writing chronicler and hagiographer, Alī ibn  Uthmān al-Hujwīrī (d. 1070s), writes that
Khayr sent Shiblī on to Junayd (in Baghdad), out of respect for Junayd. He adds that the respect
was mutual.6 This means that Khayr wanted Shiblī to benefit from Junayd’s expertise and
authority as a Sufi master. Shiblī must then have been his disciple during the last few years of
Junayd’s life until the latter’s death in 910. The intensity of this master-novice relationship
became legendary in Sufi lore, and is explored further in chapter 17.Once Shiblī embarks on his
mystical career, there are only a few datable events or details that we can glean. Yet his life
coincided with momentous political and social turmoil in the declining years of the Abbasid
empire. The devolution of power in the provinces meant the rise of local dynasties, often with the
help of slave or foreign armies. The caliphal government could not then rely on tax revenues,
and the sale of rights to collect taxes led to widespread corruption in the bureaucracies. Iraq



itself saw a prolonged uprising of Zanj slave laborers. The Saffarid dynasty seized control from
India through Khurasan and then into western Iran and Iraq. By 905 caliphal authority was
restored somewhat, but this proved only a temporary pause in a long decline that ended about
the time of Shiblī’s death.During the early 900s, the Shi a once again became a major form of
popular resistance to Abbasid power. Isma ili agitation found expression in the rebellions known
as the Qarmaṭian movement, with which Ḥallāj was associated. There were attacks and
uprisings in Iraq, Syria, Arabia—the pilgrimage routes and Mecca itself—while the Fatamid
dynasty, inspired by Isma ili ideas, took control in North Africa and Egypt.By 935 the empire had
devolved into regional autonomy, to the extent that the caliphate ruled only the region around
Baghdad. After great struggle and intrigue, the Buwayhid dynasty took control of the city in 945,
just before the time of Shiblī’s death.7Despite his living through these “interesting times,”
however, only one important factor seems to have had a discernible impact on Shiblī’s thought
and behavior. This was the political and religious ramifications associated with the career, and
especially the trial and execution in 922, of Shiblī’s friend Ḥallāj. The relationship between these
two idiosyncratic mystics is explored in chapter 18. Suffice it to say here that Ḥallāj, the political
and religious activist, bold and outspoken, was in clear contrast with Shiblī, the political quietist,
temperamentally introverted, despite his periods of self-assertion. Shiblī seemed haunted by the
specter of Ḥallāj’s notoriety and consequent death, and this may have precipitated his refuge
into madness.As we shall see, most of the stories and sayings of Shiblī have little or no
connection with contemporary society or politics. They have a purely religious, ethical, or
psychological content expected in tales of a Sufi. There are, of course, some exceptions to this.
One is the mention of famine in Baghdad, and Shiblī’s failure to provide for his own family while
he helped others with food. This reflects dire times in the imperial city, but such anecdotes
center on Shiblī and the ethics of his actions, not on the actual historical circumstances.A further
intimation found in the source writings concerns his wealth and privilege, and the probability of
continued political connections throughout his life. There is a suggestion that his material wealth
may have embarrassed him, given his ascetic temper. This would account for some of the
emblematic stories about his extravagance, throwing away money or burning expensive clothes,
perfumes, and the like. There is also the mention of his having servants to attend him, for
example later in life, and in the narratives about his death. Yet as a Sufi teacher he would
naturally have a circle of students who would see to his daily needs.Among others, his most
important students were Abu  l-Qāsim al-Naṣrābādhī (d. 977–978) and Abu  l-Ḥasan al-Ḥuṣrī
(d. 982). Naṣrābādhī was initiated as a Sufi by Shiblī in 942, and is recognised as a link between
the latter and Abū  Abd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī (d. 1021), the foremost traditionist and biographer
of the early Sufi movement. Naṣrābādhī resided for some time in Nishapur, Sulamī’s hometown,
and apparently made the pilgrimage with him. Another Nishapurian and important chronicler of
early Sufism, Abu  l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī (d. 1072), is also related to Naṣrābādhī through
Qushayrī’s master, Abū  Alī al-Daqqāq (d. 1015), who was his student. These two prominent
Sufi authors thus have a direct link to Shiblī’s teachings through Naṣrābādhī.As mentioned in the



Introduction, the Persian-writing author,  Alī ibn  Uthmān al-Hujwīrī, is linked to Shiblī and
Junayd through Shiblī’s disciple Abu  l-Ḥasan al-Ḥuṣrī, who taught Hujwīrī’s master, Abu  l-Faḍl
al-Khuttalī (d. ?). In this way, Persian Sufi writers preserved the Baghdad traditions directly. The
famous Persian traditionist and hagiographer,  Abdallāh Anṣārī of Herat (d. 1089), wrote that
Ḥuṣrī was Shiblī’s only disciple in the sense that others “heard his words,” but only Ḥuṣrī was his
“inheritor.” Conversely, Ḥuṣrī had no other master than Shiblī, and was deeply versed in his
teaching. Anṣārī also reports that Shiblī once said to his student: “You are insane as I am;
between us there is an eternal affection and harmony!”8Again there are few details concerning
Shiblī’s family, since it was customary not to mention wife/wives and children, even in
biographical writings. There are some indications, however—for example, the mention of
shaving his beard, and his wife cutting her hair, on the death of one of their sons.9 The ascetic
practice of withdrawal from family was apparently not followed; this was more part of Christian
and Indian traditions than it ever was in Islam, as many famous Sufis, including Junayd, lived
with their families.By the time of Shiblī’s death in 946, the Abbasids’ grip on power had come to
an end, though the caliphate continued nominally for another three centuries. During these years
Sufi theory came to be systematized, and the stories and sayings of the Sufi pioneers were
collected and recorded. It is in these writings that Shiblī’s heritage has come down to us, and we
must turn to these to further our investigation of his life and thought.SHIBLĪ IN THE
SOURCESChapter 3Sarrāj’s Book of IlluminationsThe earliest existing source for the life and
sayings of Shiblī is the tenth-century treatise on Sufism, the Kitāb al-luma fi  l-taṣawwuf (Book
of Illuminations About the Sufi Path) of Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj (d. 988). This foundational text is a
comprehensive systematization of Sufi theory and practice that has a clear apologetic purpose,
to demonstrate the conformity of Sufi principles with the Qur ān and the sunna or Path of the
Prophet.The author, Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj from Ṭūs in Khurasan (northeast Iran), has handed
down a rich source of early Muslim piety, a mine of valuable documentary information on the
formative centuries of Sufism. We do not have much detail about Sarrāj’s life, apart from his
association with the city of Ṭūs, and his reputation as a Sunni ascetic and scholar. It is known
that he traveled widely to collect authentic materials for his scholarly activity and writings. He
died in Ṭūs in 988, having finished his major work, the Luma , which shows the judgments of a
mature and independent mind.Sarrāj details the thought and teaching of Islamic mysticism, its
technical vocabulary, the stages of the spiritual path, as well as the manners and customs of the
Sufi pioneers. In a typical chapter of the Luma we might find a topic discussed first from the
perspective of the Qur ān, second from that of ḥadīth, and third from the reported sayings or
incidents in the lives of the Sufi masters that illustrate their approach, theoretical or practical, to
the issue in question. Thus, we have documented for us a whole variety of important information
that is a valuable source for our knowledge and understanding of people such as
Shiblī.Alexander Knysh associates Sarrāj with the early Sufi historian Ja far al-Khuldī (d. 959–
960) and thus with Junayd’s circle in Baghdad. He was also friendly with a leading
representative of Junayd in southern Iran, Ibn Khafīf al-Shīrāzī (d. 982). Sarrāj also had contact



with al-Tustarī’s disciples in Basra, the Sālimīya school, including their leader, Aḥmad b. Sālim
(d. 967).1 Knysh argues that these affiliations exposed Sarrāj to a variety of regional and
doctrinal trends in the early mystical movement. In spite of his Khurasanian background,
however, he is an exponent of Iraqi Sufism.According to this view, the Luma is a full critical
analysis of doctrines and practices, Sarrāj wishing to demonstrate Sufism’s roots in the earliest
Islamic traditions. He tries to trace its origins back to the time of the Prophet and his
companions, these being the paragons of piety worthy of emulation. Moreover, the Sufis are on
a par with the ḥadīth experts and scholar-jurists, indeed they are preeminent over them, being
the only ones who live up to the piety of the first Muslims.2Sarrāj elucidates ideas, practices,
and terminology, devoting chapters to discussions of states and stages of the mystical path,
miracles, controversial utterances and rules of companionship. He also addresses theoretical
and practical errors made by some. He does not conceal his own views, showing himself to be a
“sober” and scholarly Sufi in the pattern of Junayd. Yet he is open minded and generous in his
detailing and defence of the ecstatic utterances of Abū Yazīd al-Basṭāmī (d. 875), and indeed of
Shiblī, dedicating several chapters to both these men.3Ahmet Karamustafa, on the other hand,
argues that the Luma was not a blending of native, Khurasanian traditions with the spreading
Iraqi version, but rather a simple importation of the latter. Sarrāj purportedly wrote the Luma
because of the diffusion of false and spurious accounts of Sufism, and the need to set forth the
truth about this misunderstood phenomenon. In this he succeeded spectacularly.4Karamustafa,
like Knysh, also notes that Sarrāj neither shied away from addressing controversial and disputed
subjects, nor from offering his own opinions. His candid discussion and detailing of those Sufis
who had clearly fallen into error and apostasy is a sign of his confidence in the secure Islamic
foundations of the mystical movement. Thus Karamustafa sees the Luma as a presentation of
Iraqi-based Sufism, minus its doubtful excesses, to a Khurasanian readership largely unfamiliar
with this recent phenomenon. Sarrāj, in this view, was probably not a Sufi master himself but
rather a scholar, and his astute survey has made him one of the earliest genuine observers of
Sufi history.5Despite the great advantage we have from Sarrāj’s documentation, it is important to
remember that much of this valuable material is secondary to the author’s main purpose, and
comes to us only incidentally as part of his work. In using the Luma as a source for the
biography and teaching of Shiblī, we should bear in mind that such documentation is not the
intended purpose of the book, and our exploiting this resource is somewhat fortuitous. For
example, a particular incident relating to Shiblī may not have the importance in his life story
implied by its inclusion in the Luma . What appears in Sarrāj’s work is probably rather more
circumstantial than what a devoted biography might include. Thus, the picture we build of Shiblī
is a somewhat haphazard portrait. It depends on details recorded for theological reasons, for
purposes of teaching, moral instruction, guidance and emulation, not for biographical
reasons.As for the historical value of the anecdotes and sayings in Sarrāj’s work, their
authenticity and reliability, some general remarks apply as they do to the many other early Sufi
works considered in the present book. First, there is no question that there are many historically



doubtful and fabricated anecdotes relating to early Sufi figures, such as Shiblī, which have found
their way into these writings. Examples of paradigmatic narratives abound, that is, much the
same events related to two or more different Sufi figures. Such repetitions and variants should
urge caution on our use of these narratives as hard biographical data. It is important to
remember that from a very early stage, the anecdotes that circulated about different Sufi
masters were designed to promote their piety and worthiness of emulation, rather than disclose
what actually happened to them during their lifetime.We may presume that Sarrāj, writing only a
generation or so after Shiblī’s death, would have ascertained the facts before committing these
narratives to the page. This presumption generally cannot be upheld, however, for often the
greatest fabrication of anecdotes is carried out by family or followers soon after the event, soon
after the death of the esteemed person in order to promote their claim to sanctity. What is also
apparent is that there was probably a large “reservoir” of anecdotes available to compilers and
editors, since different stories and sayings appear for the first time in compilations made many
centuries after the earliest works. Thus, later writings do not simply recycle earlier ones, as will
become clear in the later chapters of the present book.In brief, therefore, we cannot be sure of
the authenticity of many of the anecdotes and sayings we find in this early work by Sarrāj. On the
other hand, the “authentic character” of Shiblī, the outlines of his temperament and piety, often
ring true in many narratives, just as we have the “authentic character” of Junayd in his “sobriety,”
cautiousness, and probity. The historical positivist will be rather disappointed by the lack of
“objective” reliability of these sources, but we do have the portrait of these early Sufi figures such
as Shiblī painted in the way that their near-contemporaries wished them to be seen and
remembered.In drawing on the Kitāb al-luma as a source for the life and sayings of Shiblī, I
have collated the material thematically, given the size and range of the data available.THE
NATURE OF KNOWLEDGEBy the time of Shiblī’s maturity in the early years of the tenth century,
concepts of knowledge had already developed to a high level of sophistication in the Sufi
tradition. Though in the Qur ān the usual term for knowledge of various types was  ilm, this word
soon became restricted to rational, intellectual, or learned knowledge, while the Sufis came to
use ma rifa for more intimate, experiential, mystical ways of knowing. Further refinements
involved the term dhawq, the immediate experience of “tasting” or direct perception of the Real.
This mode of awareness overrides all other types of knowledge. Shiblī was once asked about
the state of the knower ( ārif) when he comes to “see” (bi-mashhad) the Real (al-ḥaqq). He
answered by saying that when this seer begins to perceive, the senses and physical perceptions
disappear and die away. Shiblī was also asked what was the beginning and end of this appraisal.
He says its beginning is knowledge (ma rifa) of it, and its end is becoming one with it.6 By this
Shiblī probably means that as physical perceptions fade, the subject becomes identified with the
“object” of perception, so that subject-object becomes a false dichotomy, as experienced in
intense meditation. In modern psychological terms, the “intentional trinities of subject-perceiving-
object and the subject-thinking-thought are abolished. Rather than a knowledge-by-
acquaintance, one is instructed to let go of intentional knowledge altogether, and come to rest



‘in’ or ‘through’ one’s awareness alone.”7 Shiblī continues, in this same passage, stating that the
sign of knowledge is to see oneself in the “grip of Majesty” ( izza) and to let the vicissitudes of
fate pass by. He also says that the sign of knowledge is love, since one who knows Him loves
Him.8In another section of the Luma , Shiblī is reported to have said that there are three
“tongues” or languages, which can be understood as three ways of knowing. The first is the
tongue of acquired knowledge ( ilm), which comes to us via intermediaries such as the senses.
The second is the tongue of Reality (al-ḥaqīqa), which God conveys to the inmost heart (al-
asrār) without intermediaries. The third is the tongue of the Truth or the Real (al-ḥaqq), which
has no path to it. By this Shiblī probably means either that it is ineffable, or that its action is
wholly mysterious.9In another context, Shiblī is reported as saying that for every sign with which
people point to the Truth or the Real (al-ḥaqq) there is reciprocity, since they point to the Truth by
the Truth; to this there is no other way.10THE EXPERIENCE OF UNITY OR ONENESS
(TAWḤĪD)On being questioned about the nature of tawḥīd (experience of unity or oneness),
Shiblī speaks only of its ineffability and the folly of attempting to describe it, though elsewhere he
does occasionally attempt this. Such ineffability, explained in modern terms, “supports the
thought that certain mystical experiences are beyond language and expectations, and indeed
are outside the usual necessary relationships between language and experience.”11 In Sarrāj’s
chapter on tawḥīd, Shiblī answers a questioner who asks about its nature: “Woe to you! One
who replies to a question on tawḥīd by means of an explanation is an apostate (mulḥid); and one
who alludes or gives a sign to it is a dualist …; one who imagines that he has arrived [at tawḥīd]
has achieved nothing; and one who points toward it is an idol worshipper,” and so on.12 Sarrāj
comments on this lengthy saying of Shiblī’s by saying that what he intended was to point out the
utter distinction of the eternal from the created, and that people are only able to describe or refer
to what appears to them in their experience.In another context Shiblī is reported to have said
that one who apprehends the least mote of knowledge about tawḥīd becomes too weak to bear
the weight of a bug or beetle (baqqa) because of the heaviness of the burden of knowledge! He
is also quoted as saying that one who comprehends a mote of knowledge about tawḥīd bears
the heavens and the earth on a hair of their eyelid.13Despite Shiblī’s strictures on the folly of
trying to explain tawḥīd, he is reported as saying that God makes you experience unity and sets
you apart for Himself, and makes you see this, though He hides your seeing from you.14 In
modern psychological terms, “Removing both conceptual knowledge, knowledge-about, and
sensory contact, knowledge-by-acquaintance, … one comes to employ knowledge-by-identity
alone. ‘That’ which one knows when knowing one is aware is all that is recalled after he or she
has continued ‘void of conceptions.’ ”15ASCETICISM: SAYINGS AND DEEDSThe ascetic
attitude is not just withdrawal from and renunciation of the world, but more radically, withdrawal
and renunciation of the physical senses.16 This is the reasoning behind the Sufis’ objective of
God-consciousness, of not neglecting to have God in mind for a single moment. The following
points are merely illustrative of Shiblī’s approach to asceticism.Asked to define piety (wara ),
Shiblī says that it is to be heedful or cautious (tatawarra a) that your heart is not distracted from



God for the twinkling of an eye.17 This sentiment and variants of it recur often in the anecdotes
relating to Shiblī.Sarrāj notes that the Sufi adepts “renounce and repent of their renunciation.”
Thus Shiblī, being asked about renunciation (zuhd) said: ‘Renunciation is neglect, because the
world is nothing and renunciation of nothing is neglect.”18In a similar vein, Shiblī has such scant
regard for the physical world that he expresses his disdain in the following related sayings. He
said that if the world was but a morsel of food in a child’s mouth he would feel pity for the child.
This is presumably because of the morsel’s insubstantiality. Pseudo- Aṭṭār, the unknown author
of Shiblī’s biography appended to the genuine Farīd al-Dīn  Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-awliyā
(Memorial of God’s Friends), repeats this saying but adds, “because the child would go
hungry.”19 Sarrāj goes on to report Shiblī’s saying that if the world was a morsel he would eat it
and so leave humankind no intermediary with God.20As an example of ascetic practice, Shiblī
mentions that when he began the Sufi path he would smear his eyes with salt to ward off sleep. If
the temptation of sleep increased he would also heat collyrium and rub this into his eyes.21 This
statement provides an insight into Shiblī’s way of life, and illustrates the type of austerity he
underwent. In fact, this is one of the characteristic elements of his asceticism mentioned by Ibn
Khallikān in the biographical entry on Shiblī in his famous dictionary.22 Always ready to
elaborate, pseudo- Aṭṭār adds that he is said to have used seven maunds of salt in this way (a
maund being a variable but substantial weight, depending on region and date).23PATIENCE
AND DEPENDENCE ON GODAn important anecdote from Shiblī’s life, which deals with
“patience” (ṣabr) is illustrative of the quality of long-suffering or endurance, which is included in
the semantic range of the Arabic term. Mention has already been made in chapter 1 of the story
about when Shiblī was a patient in the Baghdad hospital, and some of his friends came to visit.
Perhaps feigning ignorance, he asked who they were; the friends answered that they were the
people who loved him. He began to throw stones at them and they ran away. He called after
them: “Liars! You claim to be my friends, but you cannot endure my testing!”24 The context of
this incident is of interest, as it provides one of the few clues in early sources that he spent time
in the Baghdad hospital, evidently suffering from mental illness, Sarrāj noting that he was
shackled with chains. There are very few other early references to his illness, but by the eleventh
century and later a tradition had developed of narratives concerning his mental derangement. In
fact pseudo- Aṭṭār had such a wealth of anecdotes that he was able to contextualize this
incident within a structure relating to the course of his hospitalization. Sarrāj, on the other hand,
has left only this single anecdote, which is a tantalizing fragment of a larger picture.Shiblī was
asked by an unnamed questioner about the most difficult aspect of patience. Shiblī suggested
three possible responses: patience in God, patience for God, and patience with God. When the
questioner refused to accept any of these responses, Shiblī grew angry and demanded a reply.
The man responded: patience without God, whereupon Shiblī let out a great cry. He realized the
cogency of the man’s answer, that patience in the absence of God’s reassuring presence is a
most difficult circumstance for the believer.25The attitude of dependence and trust in God
(tawakkul) features often in Sufi life. Complete dependence on God, often without any



intermediaries such as reliance on other people or on everyday sustenance, is frequently
portrayed as a practical assertion of strong faith. Asked about tawakkul, Shiblī answered
succinctly and profoundly: “That you should belong to God as if you did not exist and that God
Most High should belong to you as if He never ceased to exist.”26ECSTASY AND MYSTICAL
EXPERIENCEThat Shiblī was an “intoxicated” mystic, one who placed high value on ecstatic
experience, was acknowledged by his contemporaries, and is not a retrospective label. Thus,
Junayd is reported to have said that Shiblī was “intoxicated” and that if he were to recover from
this he would be an excellent leader.27 Junayd’s characteristic “sobriety” leads him to rue
Shiblī’s “drunkenness” and to wish for his transformation.Shiblī’s emotional receptivity led him to
experience sudden changes of state, of ecstasy or bewilderment, depending on the
circumstances. On one occasion, when made psychologically responsive by fasting in the month
of Ramadan, he is reported to have cried out, turned pale and began trembling on hearing a
Qur ānic verse being recited in a mosque.28 On this occasion the verse was one of threat: “If
We pleased, We could take away what We have revealed to you …” (Qur ān 17:86). Shiblī’s
response was to repeat over and over in a type of involuntary state: “Thus do lovers converse!” In
this, he is casting himself in the role of the scorned lover of God, hearing the divine threat as
lovers’ converse. (See further chapter 7 on Qushayrī’s Risāla for an extended interpretation of
this anecdote.)Shiblī would go into ecstasies (e.g., yatawājada) frequently on hearing secular or
popular poetry being recited, as well as the Qur ān, as Sarrāj reports.29 He would also
frequently utter ecstatic sayings in this state, such as on one occasion when he went into
ecstasies and said: “Oh, no-one except Him knows what is in my heart!”30Shiblī would also
experience states of bewilderment that found him expressing ecstatic utterances. Someone saw
him in an anxious state, and asked why this was: “Is not He with you, and you with Him?” Shiblī
replied: “Were I to be with Him, then I would be myself, but I am effaced in what He is,”31 upon
which Sarrāj comments: “nothing is from me, nor in me, nor apart from me, but all is from Him, in
Him and to Him.”32Shiblī spoke of two types of bewilderment (ḥayra), one from excessive fear of
committing evil, and the other from the revelation of (God’s) majesty to hearts.33 Such an
utterance loses its great force in being translated or paraphrased into a language other than
Arabic, since the original is a finely crafted set of balanced phrases in rhymed prose (saj ), a not
infrequent feature of his sayings.Sarrāj also records part of a letter written by Shiblī to Junayd, in
which he describes a bewildering mystical state akin to madness, as Shiblī acknowledges. He
stresses the overwhelming and enduring nature of the state, how it effaces any vision of the
divine, makes the imagination withdraw, makes tongues dumb, and blots out acquired
knowledge. The upshot is that it overwhelms the reason, requiring the sufferer to be bound with
shackles. Sarrāj also records Junayd’s reply in which he reprimands Shiblī for divulging in public
what other Sufis kept secret, a characteristic criticism of Junayd’s.34Sarrāj presents a short
discourse on Shiblī’s experience of waqt, the instantaneous “moment” of mystical insight. Shiblī
claims rather boastfully to his hearers that “your ‘moments’ are disjointed, whereas mine do not
have any limits,” that is, these states are longer lasting or more pervasive.35 Sarrāj adds that



here Shiblī may have been speaking an ecstatic utterance (shaṭḥ), as with the following
statement in which he says cryptically: “I am my momentary state, and it is precious to me; there
is only I in
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