BAHA'U'LLAH AND THE
NAQSHBANDI SUFIS IN IRAQ,

1854-1856

by Juan Ricardo Cole

Many scholars have remarked upon the transformation of
the nineteenth-century Babi movement into the Baha'i Faith,
but few have attempted a close analysis of this process. The in-

tellectual and social history of the Babi religion in the decade of
the 1850s remains largely unknown. This in spite of the fact that
these years served as a crucial transition period between primi-
tive Babism and the development from it of the Azali and
Baha'i movements. Pioneering scholars like E. G. Browne had
little or nothing to say about these years owing to the dearth of
primary sources dating from this time available to them. As we
shall see below, some of what Browne did say is wrong, and his
views need to be revised in the light of new evidence.

During the past two decades, Baha'is in Iran published works
of great interest by Mirza Husayn ‘Ali of Nar, Baha'u'llah
(1817-1892).! One of these is a poem in Arabic by the founder
of the Baha'i Faith entitled Al-Qasidah al-Warqgd'iyyah (Ode
of the dove), which he penned during his two-year sojourn
(1854-1856) in Iraqgi Kurdistan. The work synthesizes Babi and
Sufi themes, and it represents one of the earlier statements of
Baha'u’llah’s mystical theology. The following analysis aims at
contributing to a better understanding of the earliest phase of
the metamorphosis of Babism into the Baha'i Faith.

I
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Mirza Husayn ‘Ali, Baha'u’llah, the son of Mirza ‘Abbas, was
born in Tehran on November 12, 1817.? His father, known as
Mirza Buzurg-i Nari, was a native of Niar in Mazandaran and a
minister in the royal court. The young Mirza Husayn ‘Ali
received a private education which emphasized the Qur'an and
Persian poetry and which aimed at preparing him for a career
as a courtier. He refused, however, to follow his father into a
court career. As the British scholar Denis MacEoin has pointed
out, Baha'u’llah’s sensitivity and pacific disposition manifested
themselves in his distress as a youth on reading of the Muslim
execution of the Bant Qurayzah in the time of Muhammad.’

In 1844, a young merchant in Shiraz named Sayyid ‘Ali
Muhammad declared himself to be the Bab, a figure in Shi‘ih
[slam through whom the hidden Twelfth Imam spoke. The
Bab's first disciple, Mulla Husayn Bushr('i, visited Tehran later
that year and sent Mirza Husayn ‘Ali a messenger to inform him
of the Bab’s claims. This mission succeeded, and the young
Mirza entered the ranks of the Babis. Why Mulla Husayn, or
perhaps even the Bab, singled out Mirza Husayn ‘Ali for this
special attention remains obscure. Perhaps the almost Tol-
stoyan figure of this young nobleman who rejected worldly
ambitions and engaged in philanthropic activities posed an
irresistable challenge for the new religious movement. The Babi
movement developed out of a school of Twelver Shiism known
as Shaykhism, so called after its founder Shaykh Ahmad
al-Ahsa’i (d. 1826), which contained millenarian emphases.
Many prominent Babis were converts from Shaykhism which
came under the leadership of Sayyid Kazim Rashti, al-Ahsa'i’s
successor, but this does not seem to have been the case with the
Nari family.

Mirza Husayn ‘Ali quickly became a prominent figure in the
Babi movement, and increasingly played a low-key leadership
role after the government’s incarceration of the Bab in Azerbai-
jan in 1847. When the Bab declared himself the Qa'im, the mes-
sianic return of the Twelth Imam, Baha'u’llah organized a
conference of Babi leaders in the hamlet of Badasht to publicize
this claim and obtain a consensus about it.* There, the Babi dis-
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ciple and poetess, Tahirah Qurratu’l-'Ayn, scandalized some of
the faithful by casting aside her veil to symbolize the advent of
a new dispensation. At this conference, Mirza Husayn ‘Ali took
as his Babi title the divine name Baha' (Splendor). In the late
1840s, fighting broke out between Babis and Shi‘is in Mazanda-
ran, Zanjan and Nayriz. Baha'u'llah was not present when
government troops besieged the shrine of Shaykh Tabarsi in
Mazandaran, where hundreds of Babis had gathered, because
Shi‘i adversaries imprisoned him in the town of Amul. They at
length released him, but they stripped him of at least some of
his property.

The rapid spread of the Babi movement with its millenarian
overtones, and the opposition of the Iranian religious and gov-
ernmental establishments it provoked, led to the temporary
disruption of parts of Iran and the shedding of much blood—
especially that of the Babis, who as untrained civilians often
ended up facing professional government fighting men. In a
desperate bid to quell these disturbances, the Iranian govern-
ment had the Bab shot in Tabriz on July 9, 1850. In revenge for
this act a small splinter group of radical Babis plotted the assas-
sination of Nasiru'd-Din Shah. A Babi named Sadiq Tabrizi
and two accomplices carried out the attack on August 15, 1852,
but it went awry when Tabrizi's gun misfired. The would-be
assassins were immediately arrested or dispatched, but this inci-
dent brought the entire Babi community under suspicion. Many
were brutally executed.

Baha'u'llah, recently returned from Najaf and Karbala in
[raq, was in Afcha near Tehran when the attempted assassina-
tion occurred. He realized that he would fall under suspicion as
Babi leader and surrendered himself to the authorities. They
imprisoned him for four months, but at length found him inno-
cent of any involvement with the plot. They nevertheless
informed him that he would be exiled > While in prison a mys-
tical experience convinced Baha'u'llah that he was destined to
assume the leadership of the Babi movement. He therefore
chose to go into exile in Iraq, which was, though under Otto-
man suzerainty, a major center of Shi'i pilgrimage from which
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he could keep in touch with events in Iran with relative ease.
The government released him from his four-month imprison-
ment in the dungeon Siyah-Chal in December of 1852, and he set
out for Irag on January 12, 1853. The winter journey was a dif-
ficult one, and his party did not arrive in Baghdad until April 8.

A number of Babis chose to follow Baha'u’llah into exile, in-
cluding his half brother Mirza Yahya, Subh-i Azal, whom the
Bab had appointed the titular head of the Babi community.
When Yahya arrived later that year, the small Babi community
in Baghdad quickly became polarized, and a power struggle
developed between Baha'u'llah and his younger brother. The
death of the Bab, the government defeat of Babi forces in Zan-
jan, Mazandaran and Nayriz, and the persecutions of August-
September 1852 in the wake of the assassination attempt—all
this left the Babis demoralized, divided and bereft of most of
their leaders. Mirza Yahya tended to distance himself from the
community, spending his time in disguise and dealing with
affairs through proxies, including Baha'u’llah. There was wide-
spread dissatisfaction with Yahya's leadership, which apparently
few took seriously. In the two years between the execution of
the Bab and the persecutions in the summer of 1852, a great
many claimants to the leadership of the Babi movement
emerged. Mirza Yahya at first refused to denounce these claims
outright and so failed to stem the tide of schism.® As his posi-
tion deteriorated he became more desperate, however, and
around 1856 he had one such claimant, Mirza Asadu’llah Kha'i
Dayyéan assassinated.

Meanwhile, in the period 1853-1854, Baha'u'llah was ap-
parently urging some reforms in view of the disasters of the pre-
vious four years, thus incurring the wrath of Babis content with
the status quo. Disheartened by the bickering among the Babis
in Iraq and wishing to avoid provoking yet another schism, he
withdrew in the spring of 1854 to the mountainous wilder-
ness of Sar Galu, around Sulaymaniyyah in Iraqgi Kurdistan.’
Baha'u'llah took with him to Sar Galu a single servant,
Ab'l-Qasim Hamadani, whom thieves later murdered. In the
wilderness, Baha'u'llah lived the life of an ascetic holy man,
eschewing human society, until his reputation for piety caused
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a local Sufi order to make contact with him. Shaykh Isma‘il of
the Nagshbandiyyah Khalidiyyah order successfully implored
Baha'u'llah to come and reside in their takyah (seminary) in
Sulaymaniyyah, at that time a mostly Kurdish town of about
6,000.

The Babis and the Nagshbandis represented two very differ-
ent reformist trends in nineteenth-century Middle Eastern soci-
ety. They had in common a desire to slough off centuries-old
accretions to the pure faith. But while the Nagshbandis were
content with some theological and ritual reforms of a strict
Sunni type of Islam, the Babis were convinced that nothing less
than the messianic advent of the promised Mahdi in the person
of the Bab could remedy the ills besetting mankind. The Nag-
shbandiyyah has often been depicted (sometimes rather roman-
tically and unhistorically) as the most important forerunner of
twentieth-century trends toward a greater stress on the strict
observance of ritual law in Islam. The emphasis on a return to
the sources, careful adherence to the dictates of the revealed
law, and communal solidarity against non-Muslims which char-
acterize such modernist movements as the Salafiyyah were
present to some extent in Nagshbandi Sufism long before the
modern period.

The original order, founded by Baha'u'd-Din Muhammad
Nagshband (1317-1389 A.p.) in Central Asia, does not concern
us here so much as two later branches of it. The first of these
crystallized around the Indian thinker Ahmad Sirhindi (1564~
1624 A.p.), and was known as the Mujaddidiyyah. The other
derived from Aba'l-Baha Diya'u'd-Din Khalid Shahrizari (d.
1827) in Iraqi Kurdistan, and was called the Khalidiyyah.

Sirhindi, a member of India’s urban, literate Muslim elite,
reacted against the syncretism and religious laxness of the popu-
lar-class converts to Islam from Hinduism. He also attacked the
newly syncretic atmosphere at Akbar’s court and insisted on
greater conformity with Islamic law® He not only wrote
polemics against Shiism and Hinduism, but he rejected the doc-
trine of existential monism (wahdat al-wujud) promulgated by
the mystical school of Ibn ‘Arabi. Some Indian Muslims used
the idea of existential monism to come to agreement with the
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Vedanta school of Hinduism. Sirhindi, following the medieval
mystic ‘Ala’'u’d-Dawlah Simnani, claimed that the unity of the
cosmos with God is not an objective tact with its locus in being,
but a subjective experience with its locus in perception. He
endeavored to replace the unity of being with the unity of
perception (wahdat ash-shuhud).

The eighteenth-century Nagshbandi thinker Shah Waliyu'llah
of Delhi also devoted himself to reform. While he did not op-
pose the doctrine of existential monism, he did advocate a
closer study of oral traditions attributed to the Prophet. He
argued for more freedom for Muslim jurisconsults to practice
individual interpretation (ijtihad) in arriving at Islamic legal
judgments, attacking blind imitation (taglid)?

Not all Nagshbandi ideas in India would please twentieth-
century Muslim reformers of the Salafi school. Sirhindi grandi-
osely claimed to be the renewer of Islam for the second Muslim
millenium. He further announced that he was the Qayyim, the
Perfect Man through whom God’s grace was mediated to the
believers. He also downplayed the importance of some past Sufi
saints. This caused him to be disliked by Sufis of a less icono-
clastic stripe.

The reformist or revivalist ideas of the Nagshbandis in India
had a wide impact on the rest of the Muslim world." In particu-
lar, Albert Hourani has insightfully demonstrated the intluence
that the Indian Mujaddidiyyah had on Shaykh Khalid Shah-
rizari of Iraqi Kurdistan." Shaykh Khalid travelled to Syria as a
young man, but soon returned to Kurdistan around the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century. An Indian Sufi residing there,
Mirza Rahimu'llah “Darvish Muhammad,” advised him to seek
knowledge in India. Shaykh Khalid took the advice, and while
in India he joined several Sufi orders, including the Nagshban-
diyyah Mujaddidiyyah. In Delhi, he studied with Shah Wali-
yu'llah’s son, ‘Abdu’l-'Aziz Dihlawi. He travelled through Iran
on his way back to Kurdistan, engaging in heated debates with
Shi'is which sometimes almost ended in violence.

In 1811-1812, Shaykh Khalid was teaching in Sulayma-
niyyah. He became embroiled in disputes with other local Sufi
leaders, some of whom were Qadiri shaykhs of the powerful
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Barzinji family. Aside from the rivalry between the Qadiri and
the Nagshbandi orders, Hourani suggests two reasons for the
hostility some showed to Shaykh Khélid. One may have been
his uncompromising insistence on a strict application of the reli-
gious law in the face of popular practices among the Kurds. The
other was the great following he gained and the extravagant
claims he made to possessing mystical powers.”? The struggle
climaxed in 1820, when Shaykh Khalid fled to Damascus after
losing a contest for power with a Qéadiri leader. He lived in Da-
mascus the last seven years of his life and died there of the
plague in 1827.

Shaykh Khalid's influence lived on in Damascus, Sulayman-
iyyah and Baghdad. The Nagshbandi Sufis in Kurdistan
increasingly referred to themselves simply as the Khalidiyyah,
and called Shaykh Khalid Mawlana (our lord). Members of sev-
eral important families in Kurdistan became Khalidi Nagsh-
bandis. The Sufi shaykhs in Kurdistan seem to have grown in
power as the local civil institutions became increasingly dis-
rupted. In 1842 Mahmid Pasha, the local dynastic chief of the
Baban family, submitted to the invading forces of Qajar Iran.
In 1847, Iran gave up claims to Sulaymaniyyah and the district
around it in favor of the Ottoman Turks. In 1850, the Turks
deposed the last of the Baban rulers, ‘Abdu’llah Pasha, pre-
ferring to rule Kurdistan more directly.”® In the midst of this
political instability, the Sufi orders may well have provided a
primary means of social integration.*

The same paradoxical mixture of reformism and messianic
claims which characterized such neo-orthodox Sufi movements
as the Nagshbandis also typified Shaykhism and early Babism.
Babis, for instance, tended to attack blind tradition (taglid), as
did Shah Waliyu'llah.** Denis MacEoin has shown that in
its early years Babism acted as a call to return to a stricter prac-
tice of the Islamic law (shari'ah) among Iran’s Twelver Shi‘is.
This was, of course, before 1848-1850 when the Bab publicly
claimed to be the Mahdi and revealed a new shari'ah” The
Shaykhi-Babi tradition criticized many aspects of popular Su-
fism, and, like Sirhindi, rejected the doctrine of existential
monism (wahdat al-wujiid). Though Nagshbandis tended to
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show hostility to Shi‘is, they often had a positive attitude
toward the Twelve Imams, such that Baha'u'llah’s often very
Shi'f diction in this regard would not necessarily have offended
them .’

The Khalidi Sufis knew Baha'u'llah, their guest, only as Dar-
vish Muhammad-i Irani and believed him to be a recluse. Per-
haps they thought his presence among them would bring some
barakah (blessings). Gradually, however, Baha'u’llah’s aristo-
cratic bearing and culture began to betray him as something
more than a mountain hermit. When the Sufis caught sight of
his superb calligraphy one day, they became convinced that
their guest was a man of refinement and learning. They asked
him to comment on the texts they were studying in their group
sessions.

Baha'i sources state that Khalidis were then studying Ibn
Arabi’'s Al-Futihat al-Makkiyyah (Meccan victories) and that
Baha'ullah not only gave a commentary on some pages, but
corrected certain of the great Andalusian mystic’s views. It may
well be that he objected to Ibn ‘Arabi’s ideas on existential mon-
ism. The Nagshbandi Sufis might have accepted any such reser-
vations on this score, as this order often held that unity lies in
experience or perception, not in being. In a treatise written
three or four years later for Shaykh Muhy'd-Din, the magis-
trate (gadi) of Khanigayn in northeastern Iraq, Baha'u'llah
stated that in the seventh valley, wherein the seeker attains the
extinction of the base ego (fana’), one transcends the stages of
both wahdat al-wujiud and wahdat ash-shuhud, of both existen-
tial and experiential monism.” This is evidence that Baha'-
u'lldh knew of the Simnani-Sirhindi doctrine, and felt that it
too was ultimately inadequate in describing the relationship
between God and the realized devotee. In any case, Baha'u'-
llah’s critique of existential monism from the Shaykhi-Babi
tradition was just one level on which Nagshbandi and Babi
reformism may have met and found each other congenial.

Shaykh Isma‘il, then a leader of the Khalidiyyah order in
Sulaymaniyyah, was impressed enough by Baha'u’llah’s com-
ments on Ibn ‘Arabi’'s book to request that he compose an ode
(qasidah) in the meter and rhyme of Ibnu'l-Farid's Poem of the



Baha'u'llah and the Nagshbandi Sufis 9

Way (Nazmu's-sulitk).®* Baha'u'llah complied with this request
and produced a long poem of some 2000 verses. Of these, he
chose out 127 which became known as Al-Qasidah al-War-
ga'iyyah. Baha'u'llah may have discarded so many of the verses
because they expressed too openly and forcefully the messianic
feelings he had had since his imprisonment in the shah’s
dungeon. In any case, while Baha'u'llah’s poem has many
similarities to Ibnu'l-Farid's mystical opus, the millenarian em-
phases of Babi doctrine clearly dominate it. The fusion of Sufi
mysticism with Babi theological and eschatological teachings
constitutes one of the most fascinating features of this work.
Unfortunately, no scholarly edition of Baha'u'llah’s Qasidah
exists. It has been printed twice in Tehran, though (as the vari-
ants show) from two different manuscripts. No information
about the manuscripts was provided by the editors. This writer
has in his possession, in addition, a photocopy ot yet another
manuscript of the poem in the hand of the Baha'u'llah’s amanu-
ensis Zaynu'l-Mugarrabin. However, it has no colophon, and is
probably rather late.*' It does, however, seem to be superior to
either of the printed versions. The variants between these ver-
sions of the poem are not so numerous or important as to pre-
vent us from grasping with some certainity the main oulines of

the work .?

The meter of the poem is an irregular catalectic tawil. In
some cases, Persian grammatical features are transferred into
the Arabic. But another source of the irregularities may lie in
the Babi and Sufi disregard for the elaborate labyrinth of clas-
sical Arabic grammar, which they dismissed as a dry impedi-
ment to the spontaneous expression of mystical meaning. In his
The Four Valleys (Chahar vadi), written only a few years later
to ‘Abdu’r-Rahman al-Kirkaki, the head of the Qadiriyyah
order in Sulaymaniyyah, Baha'u'llah related the story of a mys-
tic who set out on a journey with a grammarian. When they
came to the sea of grandeur, the mystic immediately plunged
into the water whereas the grammarian grew confused and hesi-
tated. When urged on by the mystic, the grammarian confessed
that he could not bring himself to advance. “Then the knower
cried, ‘Forget what thou didst read in the books of Sibavayh
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and Qawlavayh, of Ibn Hajib and Ibn Malik, and cross the
water!” “"# This sort of belief, combined with the Babi mistrust
of the high ulama and their intellectual tools, seems to have led
Baha'u'llah to go well beyond the normal limits of poetic
license

Al-Qasidah al-Warqa'iyyah is only the third or fourth earliest
extant work by Baha'u’llah of any length or doctrinal impor-
tance, and it will prove relevant to discuss the first two pieces he
wrote as a background to this poem. The first was also a poem,
Rashh-i Ama, which he composed in the Siyah-Chal dungeon
in Tehran where he was imprisoned in the fall of 18522 There,
he underwent a series of very powerful mystical experiences.
He wrote, much later:

During the days | lay in the prison of Tihran, though the galling
weight of the chains and the stench-filled air allowed Me but little
sleep, still in those infrequent moments of slumber I felt as if some-
thing flowed from the crown of My head over My breast, even as a
mighty torrent that precipitateth itself upon the earth from the
summit of a lofty mountain. Every limb of My body would, as a
result, be set afire. At such moments My tongue recited what no
man could bear to hear.?

In the poem Rashh-i Ama, Baha'u'llah describes how his rap-
ture (jadhbah) has caused the unknowable essence of God
(‘ama) to shower down its moisture. This is a complex play on
words, utilizing Sufi technical terminology. The term ‘ama
means in Arabic literally cloud, and its theological significance
derives from an oral report attributed to the Prophet Muham-
mad. AbG Razin al-'Uqayli is said to have asked the Prophet:
“Where was our Lord before He created the heavens and
earth?” Muhammad replied: “In a cloud, above which was air
and below which was air.”?” By the time of ‘Abdu’l-Karim al-Jili
(1365-1428 A.p.), the term had important philosophical and
mystical associations for the school of Ibn ‘Arabi. In his Al-
Insan al-Kamil (The Perfect Man) al-Jili describes ‘ama as the
highest level of the divine essence which is beyond both abso-
lute reality (al-haqq) and createdness (al-khalg).*® Al-Jili's sys-
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tem was a monist one in which the being of God was the only
existence. This being or essence had created modes and abso-
lutely real modes which correspond to the universe and God as
conceived in dualistic systems. The highest of the real modes
(haqqi) was unicity (ahadiyyah), wherein all divine names
and attributes disappeared and were unmanifest. Nevertheless,
the stage of unicity remains a penultimate one in which God
still manifests himself (tajalli, zuhiir) as exaltation (ta‘alli). The
Cloud, or ‘ama, however, is absolute essence—neither reality
nor createdness, neither exaltation nor denigration—wherein
God is altogether hidden.

Thus, although Baha'u’llah rejected the existential monism of
Sufis like al-Jili, he did employ the term ‘ama to indicate the ut-
termost unknowable depths of God's essence. Since the word
also means cloud, he referred to the sprinkling (rashh) of the
Cloud of the divine essence which his own state of mystical
ecstasy precipitated while he languished in the shah’s Black Pit
(line 1). This same rapture attracted the divine beloved’s glance
of bestowal and brought him into God's presence (line 4). This
serves as a signal for the blowing of the trumpet that indicates
the advent of the Resurrection Day (line 6), or the Day of God
(line 9), brought by the promised one or “new beauty” in Ta (the
Babi designation for Tehran).

It seems clear that in this poem, as he lay in chains in the
Black Pit, Baha'ullah alluded to his premonition that he had a
special role to play in reinvigorating the Babi movement. This
allusion was, however, more in the nature of a vague intimation
than a forthright claim. That Baha'u’llah had an intimation in
1852 of his future leadership role is confirmed in his later writ-
ings. He wrote that it was in the fall of 1852, that he determined
to reform the Babi religion and instill a new vitality into this
demoralized community *

In this poem also, Baha'u'llih mentions for the first time his
houri (huri), one of the angelic female figures said by the Qur’an
to inhabit paradise.® He saw this figure in visions, and he later
identified her as the conveyor to him of the divine revelation.”
He apparently addressed Al-Qasidah al-Warga'iyyah to her as
well. Muslim mystics often addressed the divine as a female
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beloved, following the conventions of love poetry, but this
seems to be a rare instance where the principle of revelation
itself is depicted as feminine. For Muhammad the angel of rev-
elation had been the male figure, Gabriel. Baha'u'llah's houri
here recalls Dante’s Beatrice.

In his second major extant work, Lawh Kull at-Ta'am (The
tablet of all food), Baha'u'llah explored a series of metaphysical
realms. This piece is a commentary on the quranic verse: “All
food was lawful to the children of Israel save that which Israel
forbade himself before the Torah was revealed” (3:93). Mirza
Kamalu'd-Din Naragi, a Babi who had met the Bab in Kashan,
requested this commentary from Baha'u'llah sometime in 1853,
when he was in Baghdad. Naragi had previously sought a com-
mentary on the verse from Mirza Yahya, Subh-i Azal, but was
so disappointed in the reply that he turned to Baha'u'llah for a
more satisfactory answer.

This episode may have been part of a pattern wherein the
rank and file were increasingly demonstrating discontent with
Mirza Yahya's leadership. Baha'ullah’s mystical intensity
and charismatic personality made him the obvious alternative,
much to the chagrin of his younger half brother, whose own ex-
treme secretiveness, caution and conspiratorial methods were
to blame for the disaffection of a number of his followers. After
Baha'u'llah’s intimation while in prison of his messianic call, he
may have been tempted to assert his own claims to leadership.
However, he seems to have been fearful of provoking a major
schism. In the event, he postponed a public proclamation of
his claims to be the spiritual “return” of the Bab until 1864 in
Edirne, though he made his claims known to a small group of
close disciples in April 1863 in Baghdad.*

In the Tablet of All Food, Baha'u'llah writes a figurative exe-
gesis explaining the mystical significance of the word food in
the above-mentioned Qur'an verse.*® He says that it first of all
refers to the throne of hahut. This term indicates a station (ma-
gam) of divine oneness inaccessible to human understanding.
He says that the esoteric and exoteric aspects of this station are
identical. Hahut is formed according to the same Syriac pattern
as more familiar words such as nasut (humanity), and it proba-
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bly derives from the letter H4, which stands for huwiyyah,
or God’s self-identity. In the next station, lghut (divinity), the
phrase “He is He, there is none other than He" applies. This
refers to God's unity and uniqueness, and only the most puri-
fied and holy of worshippers can understand this station. In the
next lowest station, jabariit (the realm of divine dominion), the
phrase “Thou art He and He is thou” obtains. On this plane
prophets may use theopathic language, identifying themselves
with God on the level of His attributes. Then comes the station
of malakiit (the realm of divine power), which is inhabited by
those of God's servants who have detached themselves from the
riches of the material world. At the lowest level subsists the sta-
tion of nasut (humanity). Baha'u'llah describes the universe as a
hierarchy of stations. The lowest is that of pure humanity, but
human beings can attain or comprehend higher stations by
acquiring certain attributes. God reserves the higher stations to
saints and prophets, while the highest, hahit, remains impene-
trable to all but God. This sort of schema often characterized
Sufi works.*

Baha'u'llah’s stations thus differed from al-Jili's graduations
in the divine essence, since Baha'u'llah rejected existential mon-
ism. He looked upon the stations below hahiit as levels of God's
creation, but not as manifestations of the divine essence itself.
In fact, the Shaykhi-Babi tradition opposed Sufi theories of the
unity of being from the time of the founder of the movement
himself. Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahs&’i composed a spirited attack
on this idea as developed by the school of al-Jili entitled Ayn al-
Yagin (The eye of certainty).*® Baha'u'llih himself often wrote
that even the devoutest mystics and the prophets were unable
to behold God or apprehend His essence.*

In turning to Baha'u'llah’s Al-Qasidah al-Warga'iyyah, we
find that his theological and metaphysical ideas, his millenial-
ism, and his vision of the celestial maiden, the houri, have all
deeply affected the content and even the structure of the poem.
Like Ibnu'l-Farid's Nazmu's-Sulitk, Baha'u'llah’s ode consists of
both a dialogue and a soliloquy. But in the former, Ibnu’'l-Farid
plays down the elements of dialogue, especially once the mystic
claims to have attained union with his beloved. In Baha'u'llah’s
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work, the dialogue continues throughout, and this partially re-
flects a theological position. Since Baha'u'llah’s theology ruled
out the sort of essential union between the mystic and God in
which Sutis such as Ibnul-Farid and Ibn ‘Arabi believed, his
poem retains a more dialogical structure.

Ibnu'l-Farid's Poem of the Way falls into three sections. In
the first, the poet delivers an encomium on his divine beloved,
with much boasting of how he has suffered for her, and com-
plaints against his calumniators who have slandered him to
her. In the second, she replies briefly to the effect that he has
mistaken his own self-love for passion for her, and that he must
sacrifice his very life to follow her path. In the very long third
section, which comprises the bulk of the poem, he states his
willingness to die for her and even his unworthiness to obtain
union with her at such a paltry price. He depicts himself as so
entirely one with his beloved that when she speaks it is he who
talks. He says he prays, only to find that it is to himself that he
has been praying. While Ibnul-Farid makes it clear that he
does not constantly enjoy a state of blissful union, Baha'u'llah’s
poem never really attains this peak at all. God remains utterly
transcendent; the most that can be accomplished is to arrive in
the presence of God (ligau'llah), which is the presence of His
attributes rather than His wholly unknowable essence.

This Babi ode has five parts. It begins with Baha'u'llah’s
lauding of the divine beloved (lines 1-16), whom he describes
as a celestial feminine being whose beauty transcends beauty
itself. An apostrophe to her follows (lines 17-36), in which he
speaks of his love, complains bitterly of his separation from
her, and pleads for union. In her first reply (lines 37-61), she
rebukes him for his presumption, stresses her exaltation, ac-
cuses him of mistaking limited attributes for her unlimited
essence, and calls on him to seek martyrdom in her path. In
his second apostrophe to her (lines 62-97), Baha'u'llah deftends
himself from her charges. He states that he longs to suffer all
the trials she enumerated and complains at length of the tribu-
lations he has already undergone for her. He claims to have
reached a point where his inmost self was annihilated and he at-
tained her presence. In her final reply, which ends the poem
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(lines 98-127), she urges him to go beyond the limited truth he
has found. She accuses him of equating his own fancies with
reality and calls on him at last to rend the veils obscuring his
vision.

Much of this echoes themes in Ibnul-Farid's ode, but these
similarities should not obscure the real differences of outlook

and even of theology between them. Aside from the fact that
Baha'u'llah never claims to have achieved more than a glimpse
of the beloved, something which Ibnu'l-Farid claims in the first
part of his poem and goes far beyond in the third, there is a mil-
lenialist stress in the former author wholly absent in the latter.
Baha'u'lldh feels tortured, not simply by his remoteness from
his beloved, but also because of his messianic secret. Moreover,
his divine beloved is not merely a mystic vision, but is an escha-
tological figure announcing the apocalypse.

Al-Qasidah al-Warqa'iyyah begins by describing the way a
scintillating countenance, whose splendor eclipsed all suns, en-
tranced the author. From her, the perfume of God's transcen-
dent essence (‘ama) diffused and her loftiness exalted exaltation
itself. She thus intermediates between the unapproachable
divine essence and the world of humanity. But more, she her-
alds the Resurrection Day, sounding the trump which the
Qur'an foretold would signal the advent of the Day of God
(line 4). The author then launches into a more conventional la-
ment over his remoteness from his divine beloved. All eyes
which have ever wept have been the poet’s own weeping for her
attainment. She has met his supplications with brutal rebuke,
however, and when he raises his arms toward her, she replies
with a sword.

The poet now addresses her, pledging to sacrifice himself up
entirely for the sake of attaining her presence and pleading with

her not to publish abroad the scandal of his obsessive love for
her (line 17). He extols her as the one through whose theophany

(zuhtr) all creatures came into existence and through whom the
poet himself was resurrected. He calls on her to end his long ex-
ile, and laments in hyperbole of the fierceness of the flames of

longing which have consumed his heart and the volume of tears
he has shed (line 26).
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Not only does she fail to requite his love, but calumniators
surround him and their gloating vanity nearly destroys him. He
complains that he no longer has any support and that they have
humiliated him to the lowest degradation (lines 28-33). These
comments, while a stock element in such poetry, are also auto-
biographical. The sort of personal attacks on his integrity and
sincerity which he deplores in this poem at least in part precipi-
tated his dramatic withdrawal from the Babi community in
Baghdad. The charges of unbelief (kufr) against him, which he
adds to his indignities, reflect the Muslim attacks on Babism
and possibly the attacks on him by the partisans of Azal.

The houri replies to his plaint with cold haughtiness. She bids
him be silent, reminding him that he is by no means the most
eminent of her suitors, and that none of them yet has succeeded
in uniting himself with her. The Shi'i background of the writer
is apparent in his choice of metaphor when she tells him that he
is just another Husayn or ‘Ali and would have no more luck
with her than they (line 38). She boasts that Moses swooned
thunderstruck at her gaze, which also leveled Sinai (cf. Qur'an
7:143). The announcement of her Cause (amr) brought about
the resurrection of all souls and the revivification of dusty
bones (line 47). In her address, she stresses the themes of the ab-
solute transcendence of the godhead and the appearance of an
apocalyptic theophany which brings about a spiritual resurrec-
tion. The idea that the resurrection would be a spiritual rather
than a physical event once again goes back to the teachings of
Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa'i”’

His divine beloved now berates Baha'u'llah, charging him
with giving his heart to another counterfeit lover. She asserts
that he has desired her relationships, names and attributes, hav-
ing thus attempted to delineate her “self” (nafs). But she rejects
all such attributes as a limitation of her illimitable essence and,
indeed, as a sin on his part (line 54). In keeping with the idea
that God transcends all attributes and that the human heart and
mind cannot attain him, she accuses the poet of an attachment
to these mere attributes. Like many Shi'i theologians, Baha'-
u’llah followed in the Mutazilite tradition of nominalism which
denied independent reality to God's essential attributes.*® The
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beloved bids him shed his blood for her sake before she will ac-
cept his pledge of faithfulness (line 58), implying that only by
dying to the self and attaining fand could he go beyond a con-
centration on phenomenal qualities. This reply resembles in
some ways that of the beloved in Ibnu’l-Farid's poem. She also
accuses her suitor of having betrayed her and urges him totally
to annihilate his ego, thus attaining fan4. But Ibnu'l-Farid's
“sin” is described as a reluctance to die to himself altogether,
whereas Baha'u'llah’s “fault” lies in thinking that his beloved
could be imagined.

Baha'u’llah now defends himself against his houri’s charges of
infidelity. He expresses his longing to be sacrificed up for her, to
suffer every oppression and indignity. He identifies his plight
with that of holy figures and prophets of the past (lines 72-74),
including the nonquranic prophet Isaiah, a reference which be-
tokens familiarity with the Bible. Nor does he confine the list to
male figures; he compares his sorrows to those of Eve and Mary
as well. He buttresses his mystical claim that all adversity has
overflowed from his own tribulations by a clearly autobio-
graphical reference wherein he speaks of the scars of manacles
as still visible on his neck and legs (line 81). These were a result
of the months he spent in chains in the shah’s dungeon.

He then proceeds to the real climax of the poem in which he
says that his spirit has departed, his heart has melted, and his
inner self (sirr) has boiled away from the severity of his trials.
Without these vital faculties he existed, bewildered at his con-
tinued survival. Having reached this state of self-effacement he
ascended to the utmost solitude, attaining at last the essence of

her presence in his inmost soul. He defiantly asserts that he did
indeed see her as she really was. If it was true, as she charged,
that he ascribed attributes to her, this was only because he saw

them appear from her (line 89).

Baha'u'llah fixes the time of this mystical experience of the
presence of God and his dying to the self as during his imprison-
ment in the Siyah-Chal in Tehran. His language deliberately
evokes the mystical experiences of the Prophet Muhammad. He
says, for instance, that he ascended (‘arajtu) to meet God, thus
echoing the ascent (mi'rdj) of Muhammad from Jerusalem to the
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highest heavens. He says that it does not matter that he is now
banished (probably meaning his exile from Iran to Iraq), for he
attained to the most exalted light on the day God gave him his
prophetic mission (bi‘thah). He claims to have spiritually repli-
cated Muhammad's miraculous journey to Jerusalem, and says
that his hijrah, or emigration, was in Tehran (lines 87-92). In
retrospect it seems clear that Baha'u'llah is here discussing the
experiences which ultimately led him to proclaim himself a
manifestation of God. Such parallels to Muhammad's own mys-
tical experiences abounded in Sufi works. But, given that many
Babi leaders were making extravagant claims in the 1850s, Ba-
ha'u'llah’s use of such terminology may indeed indicate his view
of his own station.

The ode’s denouement comes in the divine beloved’s second
reply. Therein she once again disputes his protestations, urging
him to forget all that which he has known and worshipped.
Monotheism and polytheism are all the same to her, she says
(line 99), indicating that both theologies are predicated upon
the attribution to God by human beings of qualities like unity
or plurality, whereas God's essence remains sanctified above all
attributes. She condescendingly admits that his description of
his vision of her was true, but dismisses it as a truth for youths
(fityah) or for her subjects (ra‘iyyati). She asserts that she con-
tinues to be purified above all description. She urges him to for-
sake attributes and reminds him that in her eyes human beings
often misperceive even the attributes they do see, mistaking tyr-
anny for justice and foolishness for wisdom. She reiterates her
accusation that he is worshipping his own fancy (wahm) and
warns that in preferring his own handiwork he must lose hers.
He has turned away from her face, she charges, and yet mis-
takenly thought he was advancing toward her.

The last few lines of the ode suddenly forsake this chastising
tone and emphasize rather the poet's awesome potentialities. If
only he could, without giving any indication, rend the veils of
“nearness,” she hints that he would become privy to a world-
shattering secret. She implies that if he grasped that he was not
as near to her as he thought, he would be able to transcend his
current understanding and come to witness the sanctity that ex-
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isted within himself. She anxiously cautions him to keep secret
what he would thus have uncovered, since its mere revelation

could annihilate the universe in the twinkling of an eye (lines
118-124). This seems to refer to Baha'u'lldh’s private intimation
of direct inspiration from God.

The piece ends with a series of beatitudes, spoken by the
figure of the divine beloved. She calls blessed those who have

persevered and attained her presence, her lovers who have shed
their blood in her path (one recalls here the thousands of Babis

who died 1848-1852), and the sincere ones who have hastened

to the shadow of her divinity.

This poem sheds much light on the development of Baha'u'-
[lah’s religious ideas. It, taken together with his earlier works,
conclusively demonstrates that he had intimations of his mis-
sion as a reformer of the Babi movement at a very early date.
This is important because there is still some controversy over
Baha'u'llah’s relationship to Mirza Yahya in this period. Fol-
lowers of the latter, called Azalis, later charged that Baha'-
u’lldh did not consider making a claim of his own to being the
Bab’s successor until the early 1860s, in the face of the growing
number of such claimants.*

There is also some controversy about the circumstances of
Baha'u'llah’s return to Baghdad from Sulaymaniyyah. By early
1856, news of the death of Ab('l-Qasim Hamadani had reached
Baghdad. Since Hamadani had disappeared about the same
time as his master, his death in the environs of Sar Galu gave
the small Babi community a clue to the whereabouts of Baha'-
u'llah himself. By this time also, reports had started to come
back about a mysterious ascetic known as Darvish Muham-
mad-i Irani who frequented that area. The Babis correctly con-
cluded that he must be Baha'u'llah.

During the latter’s absence, Mirza Yahya had continued the
failed militant policies of the late 1840s and early 1850s. He sent
Mirzad Aga Jan, a Babi, to Mazandaran with the mission of
making yet another attempt on the life of Nasiru'd-Din Shah
and he had about him ruffians who made their living by rob-
bing rich pilgrims to Karbala® Baha'u'llah’s brother, Aga Kalim,
was distressed at the situation of the Babi community in Bagh-



20 Juan R. Cole

dad, and felt it imperative that Baha'u'llah return from his self-
imposed exile. He therefore sent his Arab father-in-law, Shaykh
Sultan, to find Baha'u'llah and to bring him back.

By this time, even Mirza Yahya wanted his half brother to re-
turn, though why this was so remains obscure. He was at the
time faced with several defections and rival claimants to leader-
ship, and perhaps he felt Baha'u'llah might be persuaded to lend
some of his own prestige to his sagging leadership by supporting
him. Shaykh Sultan, therefore, carried letters to Baha'u'llah
from several of his family members, including Yahya, pleading
with him to return. Bah&'u'lldh, fearing that the Babi commu-
nity was about to fall apart altogether, agreed to return with
Shaykh Sultan to Baghdad. They arrived 12 Rajab 1272/19
March 1856+

In 1862, Baha'u'llah himself alluded to the Sulaymaniyyah
episode. He says that not long after his exile to Baghdad, he
retired to the wilderness for two years, where he dwelt, for the
most part, in solitude. He adds:

We knew not, however, that the mesh of divine destiny exceeds the
vastest of mortal conceptions, and the dart of His decree tran-
scends the boldest of human designs. None can escape the snares
He sets . . . Our withdrawal contemplated no return and our sepa-
ration hoped for no reunion. The one object of our retirement was
to avoid becoming a subject of discord among the faithful . . . And
yet, each person schemed after his own desire, and pursued his
own idle fancy, until the hour when, from the [source of command
(masdar-i amr)|, there came the summons bidding us return
whence we came. Surrendering our will to His, we submitted to His
injunction.®

Later Azalis like Aga Khan Kirméni insisted that Baha'u'llah re-
turned from Sulaymanly}rah in 1856 at the command of Mirza
Yahya, and that he considered himself under the latter’s author-
ity at that time.* Since a close reading of Al-Qasidah al-War-
qa'iyvah shows that Baha'u'llah was already convinced of his
reformist mission while in Sulaymaniyyah, it is unlikely that he
felt any particular duty to obey his younger half brother. It is
more likely that he was responding to his full brother Aga
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Kalim's apprehensions about the community. Baha'u'llah him-
self seems to have seen Shaykh Sultan’s mission as part of the
“mesh of divine destiny”—a sign that God wanted him to re-
turn. Since E. G. Browne accepted the (late) Azali version of
these events, his evaluation of the relationship between Ba-
ha'u’'llah and Mirzd Yahyé needs to be revised in the light of
this new evidence.

Baha'u'llah continued to be respected and revered by many
of the Sufis in Kurdistan after his return to Baghdad, and he
corresponded with some of them. An oral tradition reached Bal-
yuzi that even connected Baha'u’llah (Darvish Muhammad, or
Ishan) with Shaykh Khalid himself, though this is chronologi-
cally impossible.* Some memory of him thus seems to survive
even today.

Baha'u’llah’s ability to adapt Babi ideas and motifs to Sufi
conventions is not remarkable in view of the profound influence
Sufi works had on Persian culture and literature in spite of the
Shi'i suspicion of Sufi orders.* Aristocratic Iranians such as
Baha'u’llah were brought up on Sutfi classics, like Rami's Math-
navi and ‘Attar’'s Mantiq at- Tayr (The speech of the birds).*
Moreover, Sufism experienced a revival in the early nineteenth
century in Iran, owing especially to the efforts of Shi'i
Ni‘matu’llahis.*” Sufism enjoyed great favor in the courtly cir-
cles of Muhammad Shah (r. 1834-1848), of which Baha'u'llah’s
family formed a part.** Baha'u'lldh was thus able to employ
these conventions while giving them a new flavor with the
millenialist and transcendentalist emphases of Babi theology.

More important, by expressing Babi ideas in Sufi context, Ba-
ha'u’llah was able to work out his growing conviction that only
a new concentration on internal spirituality could reinvigorate
Babism. Baha'u'llah’s time among the Khalidiyyah coincided
with this development of the structure and diction of a new
ideology. He replaced the disastrous militancy of the Babis to
which leaders like Mirza Yahya were still committed with an
emphasis on internal personal transformation similar to Sufi
ethics and mysticism. Through his largely Persian writings in
this vein, he slowly began building his own following among
Babis back in Iran.
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After his exile to Edirne in Rumelia in late 1863, and ten years
after his withdrawal to Sulaymaniyyah, he began sending let-

ters to Iran announcing that he was the spiritual return (raj'ah)
of the Bab. In 1867 he broke decisively with Azal. In the fol-

lowing years the vast majority of all Babis gave their allegiance
to Baha'u'llah, becoming Baha'is. Baha'u'llah’s exile to Edirne
and then, to Palestine in 1868, impelled him to begin addressing
the social issues and reformist themes which were then of great
concern to the economically more developed Mediterranean
peoples of the Ottoman Empire.** These social concerns—such
as constitutionalism, the arms race, and the plight of the lower
classes—supplemented but did not altogether replace the mysti-
cal themes of Baha'u'llah’s earlier works produced in Iraq. The

F F i

religion founded by Baha'u’lldh had its genesis in the latter
country in the 1850s, and the Sufi emphases of that early period
left an indelible mark upon his writings.
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