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SUFI TAFSĪR

Lahouari R. Taleb

The academic study of Islamic mysticism, although over two centuries old, is still inchoate.1 To be 
sure, there have in recent years been many groundbreaking developments that allow us to better 
understand various aspects of the Sufi tradition. As the wider field of religious studies increasingly 
bears upon the narrower field of Islamic Studies, countless new methods and theories are being 
brought to the forefront of the discussion. This gives the current study of Sufism a more textured 
feel. However, by the same token, it points up what large gaps there still are in even a basic presenta-
tion of the Sufi tradition and those figures, ideas, and institutions that we normally place within it.2

After Paul Nwyia’s fundamental insights on the rootedness of the Sufi worldview in the Qur’an 
replaced the more outdated (and at times hostile) views on the “heterodox” origins of the Sufi tra-
dition,3 modern scholarship has borne witness to a number of studies on what can be called “Sufi 
Qur’anic exegesis” (tafsīr al-s.ūfī),4 also dubbed “allusive exegesis” (al-tafsīr bi l-ishāra), and the individ-
ual authors who make up this enterprise.5 And, if we are willing to extend the label of Sufi tafsīr to 
approaches that are spiritually and philosophically oriented, our reading list becomes even greater.6

It is safe to say that the study of Sufi tafsīr is flourishing, with a number of other studies on 
individual Sufi exegetes currently in the works.7 Yet it is also clear that by Sufi “approaches” to the 
Qur’an, we need not only consider writings that narrowly fit into the rubric of what we can call 
tafsīr, however vaguely defined. Many influential Sufis in the Islamic tradition did not leave behind 
works that would be considered a Sufi Qur’an commentary, but nevertheless their writings function 
as esoteric commentaries on the Qur’an. This point is rightfully highlighted by Annabel Keeler and 
Sajjad Rizvi in their coedited volume, The Spirit and the Letter, which covers not only conventional 
esoteric commentaries within the wider framework of tafsīr but also essays on esoteric commentaries 
that are not usually classified under the rubric of tafsīr.

What makes these latter kinds of works particularly important for those interested in Sufi tafsīr 
is that they may have had, historically speaking, a greater impact on the Sufi tradition than some 
of the better known Sufi Qur’an commentaries proper. Let us take, for example, the work of Ibn 
ʿArabī (d. 638/1240), widely recognized as the most influential and prolific thinker in the Sufi 
tradition. Although he appears to have completed a massive Qur’anic commentary,8 which is now 
lost, his magnum opus al-Futūh.āt al-Makkiyya (The Meccan Openings) is itself a full-fledged running 
esoteric commentary upon the Qur’an.9 In fact, as Michel Chodkiewicz and Abdel Baki Meftah 
have demonstrated, the structure of some major parts of the Futūh.āt is itself based on the structure 
of the Qur’an, and this phenomenon is also found in his influential work Fūs.ūs. al-H. ikam (The Ring-
stones of Wisdom).10 These two works by Ibn ʿArabī are not Sufi tafsīrs as such, and yet the abundance 
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of Qur’anic interpretations within them have left an indelible mark upon later Sufism and Islamic 
philosophy.11

With these preliminary remarks in mind, my investigation of Sufi tafsīr is guided by two ques-
tions: (1) what are the hermeneutical principles of Sufi tafsīr, and (2) how can we deploy them 
to delineate the parameters of a genre of tafsīr that accounts for both Sufi and non-Sufi tafsīr?12 In 
answering these questions, I  argue that while the Qur’an and hadith constitute the foundational 
sources of both the Sufi and exoteric tafsīr tradition, the Sufi interpretive approach is embedded in 
the esoteric premises that are enshrined in these canonical sources of Islamic exegesis.

A Normative or Marginal Genre?

Commenting on the scholarly understanding of a genre, Walid Saleh remarks that while “there is 
a solid consensus among scholars as to what a genre is not,” there is “very little agreement about 
what it is.”13 If this holds true for the broader tradition of exoteric tafsīr literature, the case is even 
more problematic with respect to Sufi tafsīr. In spite of this, there exists a trend in Qur’anic Studies 
scholarship that considers Sufi tafsīr a marginal subgenre of Qur’an commentary.14 The “esoteric” 
character of Sufi exegesis, however esoteric may be defined and qualified, is often invoked to justify 
this typology. What makes a Sufi tafsīr work or an interpretation esoteric is a contested question, 
however. Scholars have yet to agree on the definition of esoteric in Islam. Until we do so, we must 
carefully probe into the nature of a genre before we can decide whether Sufi tafsīr sits on the margin 
or within the normative genre of Qur’an commentary.15

One way to approach this question is by bearing in mind, as one scholar rightly puts it, that 
“the whole Islamic esoteric tradition is essentially an esoteric commentary upon the Qur’an, which 
includes works written for the specific purpose of esoteric commentary to comments scattered 
throughout all types of Islamic esoteric works.”16 For one thing, this remark entails that the frontiers 
of an esoteric genre of tafsīr go far beyond the narrow discipline of Qur’anic commentary proper. 
This matter is further complicated by the fact that that many Sufis have authored Qur’anic commen-
taries that were strictly or partly exoteric.17 In this respect, then, we have good reasons to think that 
an esoteric tafsīr is not as self-contained as we may be led to believe. This would have the effect of 
affording Sufi tafsīr a more central role vis-à-vis its normativity as a Qur’anic interpretive tradition.18

Another way of grappling with genre as a conceptual construct is to consider what genre theo-
rists have to say about its nature.19 According to A. Devitt, a genre is conventionally defined as “a 
classification system of texts based on shared formal characteristics.”20 This conception, A. Bawarshi 
further explains, tends to “fixate on genres as relatively static objects to be taught and acquired as 
part of disciplinary and professional enculturation.”21 Against this pervasive way of thinking about 
genre, however, Devitt suggests that that “genres are defined less by their formal conventions than 
by their purposes, participants, and subjects: by their rhetorical actions.”22 In short, the key insight 
we can take from genre experts is that “genres” are fluid constructs that cannot be readily distilled 
from one another.23 In light of these observations, we need to entertain a more dynamic definition 
of Sufi tafsīr, one in which the exoteric and esoteric meanings of scripture form an integral part of 
its interpretive horizons. In so doing, we will be less disposed to place Sufi tafsīr on the “margin” of 
a so-called “normative” genre of tafsīr, which is misleadingly identified in Qur’anic Studies with the 
exoteric tafsīr literature. As we have pointed out, many Sufi exegetes included in their tafsīrs exten-
sive discussions of the exoteric meanings of the Qur’an. The same is true of non-Sufi exegetes like 
Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī (d. 606/1209) and Abū Ish.āq al-Thaʿlabī (d. 427/1035) who incorporated Sufi 
interpretations into their respective tafsīrs.24

With that said, we cannot play down the fundamental differences between the Sufi and the strictly 
exoteric tradition of Qur’an commentary. The Sufi interpretive method is rooted in the esoteric prem-
ises of the Qur’an and Sunna, namely, the hierarchical ontology of scripture, and the initiatic regimens 
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that came down from the Prophet to successive generations of Sufi masters. Considering the scope 
of Sufi tafsīr is perhaps a more meaningful way to understand its relation to the exoteric interpretive 
tradition. Thus if the literal word of Scripture determines the scope of exoteric exegesis proper, the 
integrity of the letter is instrumental in the Sufi interpretive framework. If, however, the esoteric scope 
of the Word is what fundamentally motivates the enterprise of Sufi hermeneutics, it is not so for the 
exoteric exegetical approach. All this goes to show that a “genre” is not an entirely reliant construct 
for determining the normativity of an exegetical tradition, particularly when the presumed “norm” is 
shaped by commentators whose tafsīr incorporated both exoteric and esoteric interpretations.

Qur’anic Foundations

Like most other currents of Qur’anic exegesis in the Islamic tradition, Sufis ground their scriptural 
approach in the Qur’an itself and the hadith (Prophetic traditions). A key feature of their interpretive 
framework is the belief that the Qur’an, as the verbatim Word of God, is infinite in scope and depth, 
a premise inferred from the following verses: “Say, if the sea were ink for the Words of my Lord, the 
sea would be spent before the Words of my Lord are spent, even if We brought the like thereof to 
replenish it” (Q 18:109),25 and “if all the trees on the earth were pens, the sea, with seven more seas 
to replenish it (were ink), the Words of God would not be exhausted” (Q 31:27).26

Notwithstanding the variety of Sufi interpretations on these verses, the esoteric commentary of 
ʿAbd al-Qadir al-Jazāʾirī (d. 1300/1883) on Q 18:109 – as developed in his metaphysical summa 
Kitāb al-mawāqif (The Book of Spiritual Waystations) – exemplifies a classical Sufi account of the high 
ontology of scripture. The following passage is most telling in this regard:

[His Speech] has no finitude because It does not enter into existence in its entirety; for, if it 
did, it would necessarily be finite. But [His speech] is not confined [munh.asar], in contrast 
with the sea, which is confined insofar as it enters into existence [wujūd]. For whatever 
enters into existence is finite [mutanāhī]. Hence, if the finite “sea were ink for the infinite 
Words of my Lord, the sea would be spent and exhausted before the Words of my Lord are 
spent,” for God’s Words are infinite; “even if We brought the like thereof to replenish it” 
that is, “even if We brought about another sea like it.”27

Jazāʾirī’s commentary proceeds from a basic ontological division: finitude and infinitude. From these 
two principles, he develops a higher ontology of the Divine Word that can be summed up as follows: 
insofar as God’s words (qua His speech) are qualified by His eternity, they are coeternal with Him and 
are therefore infinite; however, insofar as the “sea” is qualified by “[contingent] existence” (wujūd), it 
is co-contingent with wujūd and necessarily qualified by finitude.28 Thus the infinity of God’s words 
cannot be embraced by the finite sea, but the finite sea can be embraced by the infinity of God’s words.

If God’s Word is eternal, as standard Sufi theology maintains, it follows that the content of the 
Qur’an is infinite and is not therefore reducible to its spatiotemporal form qua a written and recited 
“codex” (mus·h.af  ). In the Sufi interpretive scheme, the eternal content of the Divine Word generates 
an infinite plenitude of meanings.29 Accordingly, the meanings of the revealed text are perpetually 
unfolding before the interpretive eye of the Sufi, with each meaning revealing a new aspect of the 
Divine Word.30

Inspired by this rich ontology of Scripture, another major Sufi author, Abū H. afs· ʿUmar 
al-Suhrawardī (d. 632/1234), writes:

The aspects (wujūh) of understanding [the Qur’an] cannot be confined because the aspects 
of the Word are inexhaustible, for God says: “Say, if the sea were ink for the words of my 
Lord, the sea would be spent before the Words of my Lord are spent” (Q 18:109). Within 
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each Word of God in the Qur’an are His Words, which would not be spent, even if “the 
sea would be spent.”31

This passage foregrounds the higher ontology of the Qur’an as expressed by al-Jazāʾirī centuries 
later, which has always been central to the Sufi tafsīr tradition. For Suhrawardī, the inexhaustible 
aspects of the Divine Word are concordant with the inexhaustible interpretations of the Divine 
Word. In other words, if God’s Word is coeternal with His knowledge, the “sea” of finite interpreta-
tions “would be spent” before the content of His eternal knowledge would be spent.32

Signs on the Horizons and Verses in the Souls

While any assessment of Sufi tafsīr must be prefaced by an ontology of the Divine Word, our inves-
tigation would be incomplete without discussing the preeminent place of “allusive exegesis” (al-tafsīr 
al-ishārī) in this exegetical tradition. For some Sufis, the allusive method of exegesis is used inter-
changeably with taʾwīl (lit. “to bring [a word] back to its ‘origin,”” awwala), for both designate an 
esoteric interpretation of the Qur’an.33 The term “allusive” has gained wider acceptance because of 
its symbolic resonance with the Sufi spiritual path.34 The interplay between the hermeneutic of the 
Word and of the soul, as Sufi exegetes have construed it, is eminently expressed for them in the fol-
lowing Qur’anic verse: “We shall show them Our signs upon the horizons and within their souls till 
it becomes clear to them that He is the Real” (Q 41:53). As we shall see, scriptural allusions reveal 
within the human soul the inward counterparts of the cosmic “signs” (āyāt) of God. Commenting 
on this verse, Ibn ʿArabī offers some illuminating remarks on this interface between the cosmic and 
microcosmic “signs” of God as follows:

The discourse of our companions in explaining His Mighty Book, “to which falsehood 
comes not from before it nor from behind it” (Q 41:42), is allusions (ishārāt), though it is 
truth and a commentary (sharh. ) upon its beneficial meanings. They refer all its [i.e., scrip-
ture’s] meanings back to their own souls while upholding its general [meaning] and the 
mode in which it was sent down, as known to the people of this language to whom it was 
revealed. Hence God combined the two modes [of exegesis] in them, as He said, “We shall 
show them Our signs upon the horizons and within their souls” (Q 41:53), that is, “We shall 
show them the verses which are sent down concerning the horizons and their own souls.”35

For Ibn ʿArabī, Sufis use allusions when commenting upon the Qur’an in order to mirror a mode of 
Divine discourse that is not readily accessible to the exoteric commentators. He further adds, how-
ever, that an allusion is superimposed over the literal discourse of Scripture, inasmuch as it reveals 
through the letter of the Qur’an itself a higher meaning within the human soul. While couched in 
the plain language of the Qur’anic revelation, what Ibn ʿArabī calls “the mode in which the Qur’an 
was sent down,” allusion corresponds to what we may provisionally term an interpretation of the 
spiritual “verses” of the human soul. These “verses” of the soul mirror in turn the “verses” of God 
“upon the Horizons,” revealing thereby a deeper affinity between the macrocosmic and microcosmic 
“signs” of God within the sacred Text.

The significance of an allusion is thus not so much its esoteric overtone but its interpretive leap, 
namely, its capacity to enrich the hermeneutical scope of the plain discourse of the Qur’anic revela-
tion. The stated leap from the letter to its allusive implication within the human soul is dismissed by 
exoteric exegetes for reasons that Ibn ʿArabī explains as follows:

Every revealed verse has two senses [wajhān]: a sense which people see within their souls 
and a sense which they see outside of themselves. That which they see within themselves 



Sufi Tafsīr

295

they call an “allusion”. . . . Our companions have chosen the term “allusion” rather than 
other terms for their explanations of the Book of God because of a Divine instruction of 
which the exoteric scholars are ignorant. This is so because an “allusion” is only posited 
with respect to the intention of the one making an allusion, not with respect to the object 
of the allusion.36

The outward “sense” that the Sufis and the exoteric commentators “see outside of themselves” is 
framed against the “sense” of the same verse that the Sufis “see within their souls.” For Ibn ʿArabī, 
the interface between “the two senses” of every Qur’anic verse expresses a relation of codependence, 
but it also reflects the internal hierarchy of the revealed Book. For this reason, Ibn ʿArabī is adamant 
that the allusive “sense” of the Qur’an corresponds to an elevated but, more importantly, inspired 
mode of exegesis that the exoteric scholars are unaware of.

We might ask: what it is about an allusive interpretation that eludes the exoteric theologians, 
and what confers upon this interpretive model an “esoteric” character? Part of the answer lies in 
the distinction that Ibn ʿArabī makes between the object of an allusion and the intention of the 
alluding agent. To this we can add that which disposes a Sufi to apprehend the allusive indications 
of the Qur’an within his soul, what Ibn ʿArabi would call a person’s “preparedness” (istiʿdād). As 
Ibn ʿArabī affirms, the reason for the allusion is to reveal the “intention of the one who alludes,” 
not his intention “with respect to the object of allusion [i.e., the verse itself  ].” The distinction is 
indicative of the crucial difference between a Sufi and a non-Sufi commentary on the Qur’an. Ibn 
ʿArabī writes:

One of the characteristics of the exoteric scholar in defending himself is that he is ignorant 
of he who says, “My Lord has bestowed upon me an understanding.” He considers himself 
superior to the one who says this and to the true possessor of knowledge. But He who is 
one of the Folk of God says, “God has cast into my inmost consciousness what He meant 
by this rule in this verse.”37

Here, Ibn ʿArabī draws attention to the modality of Divine discourse that the Sufi apprehends 
within himself but that is inadmissible to the exoteric scholar. The point that he is making is better 
understood if we further reflect on the stated relationship between the object and the intention of 
an allusion. Here, the interpretive scope of the exoteric exegesis is restricted to the letter of scrip-
ture (i.e., the object of an allusion), whereas the scope of Sufi tafsīr includes both the letter and the 
meaning that God “cast into the inmost consciousness” of the exegete (i.e., the intended allusion). 
This explains, in Ibn ʿArabī’s mind, why the exoteric scholar is largely dismissive of the allusive 
interpretations of the Folk of God. Speaking this time of the esoteric modality of revealed discourse, 
he explains the reason why the taʾwīl of the Sufis are not directly disclosed by God in the Qur’an. 
Consider this passage:

The jurists are ignorant of the modes in which the address of the Real descend. But in 
this, the folk of God follow the path of guidance, for God has the power to state explicitly 
the [esoteric] interpretations [taʾawwul] of the Folk of God in His Book, but He has not 
done so. On the contrary, He embedded into those Divine words, which are revealed in 
the language of the common people, the sciences of the meanings of the elect, which He 
makes His servants understand when He opens the eyes of comprehension.”38

As discussed earlier, a scriptural allusion is what the Sufis “refer back to their own souls” and “see 
within themselves.” This is the sense in which the terms taʾwīl and ishāra are both understood in 
the Sufi interpretive tradition. To be sure, these esoteric meanings are not explicitly spelled out in 
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the Qur’an, as Ibn ʿArabī reckons, but they are nonetheless divinely disclosed to the spiritual elect 
through “the language of the common people” – i.e., the literal words of revelation. Unlike the exo-
teric interpretation of the sacred Book, which in principle is accessible to anyone who is sufficiently 
proficient in Arabic, the esoteric comprehension of the Qur’an is ultimately inspired by God. This 
interpretive scheme safeguards the integrity of the literal text of Scripture while making a strong case 
for the virtual inherence of esoteric meanings in it.

Those Firmly Rooted in Knowledge

While the term ishāra is not expressly used in the Qur’an to designate an esoteric mode of interpre-
tation, the term taʾwīl is explicitly mentioned in a key verse, the interpretation of which has been 
intensively disputed among the Sufis and the exoteric commentators. The verse states:

It is He Who sent down the Book upon thee; therein are univocal verses [muh.kam], they 
are the Mother of the Book, and others are symbolic [mutashābih]. As for those whose 
hearts are given to swerving, they follow that of it which is symbolic, seeking tempta-
tion and seeking its interpretation [taʾwīl]. And none knows its interpretation [taʾwīl] 
save God and those firmly rooted in knowledge, they say, “We believe in it; all is from 
our Lord.”

(Q 3:7)

The verse enumerates two types of Qur’anic verses, the “univocal” (muh.kam) and “symbolic” 
(mutashābih), each of which has its corresponding mode of interpretation. Both the exoteric and 
Sufi exegetes seem to agree that the “univocal” verses are clear from their literal words, leaving no 
room for further interpretation, while the mutashābih verses pose some interpretive challenges.39 
The disagreement is whether the mutashābih verses are beyond human interpretation, as the exoteric 
theologians claim, or they indeed are accessible to the spiritual elite, as Sufis contend. Significantly, 
the verse employs the term taʾwīl to describe the interpretation of the mutashābih verses – a term, we 
should note, that has assumed different meanings and applications for different schools of Qur’anic 
exegesis.40

The initial point of divergence, however, is of a syntactical nature. By reading a possible full stop 
after “none knows its interpretation [taʾwīl] save God,” the exoteric exegetes refuted the possibility 
of anyone else knowing the taʾwīl of the mutashābih verses. By omitting the stop, the Sufis reckoned 
otherwise.41 This seemingly trivial feature of punctuation had far-reaching significance for the enter-
prise of tafsīr in the mainstream Qur’anic exegetical tradition. For the exoteric commentators, the 
full stop entailed that the interpretation of the mutashābih verses is restricted to God alone, precluding 
thereby the Prophet and any other community of interpreters from knowing the meanings of these 
verses. Conversely, it implied that the Prophet and his community can only interpret the “univocal” 
verses.

By reading the verse without a full stop (after “save God”), which is equally admitted, the Sufis 
claimed that a distinguished community of interpreters, namely “those firmly rooted in knowl-
edge,” know the taʾwīl of the mutashābih verses with God. To suggest otherwise would imply that 
the Prophet, his distinguished Companions, and everyone else in his community possess the same 
knowledge of the Qur’an and thereby share the same spiritual distinction – a grave assertion that 
no exoteric theologian would make. To add further weight to their interpretative scheme, however, 
many Sufi commentators, past and present, resorted to a key hadith in which a hierarchy of mean-
ings permeates the Qur’anic discourse and determines in turn the hierarchy among communities of 
interpreters.
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Prophetic Foundations

Notwithstanding the lingering dispute over Q 3:7, the mere indication of a symbolic order of scrip-
tural meaning leaves the interpretive door wide open for Sufis to explore other canonical sources 
to justify the existence of an esoteric dimension in the Qur’an. By far, the most widely quoted 
hadith of the Prophet that Sufi exegetes cite to corroborate their view that the Qur’anic revelation 
is hierarchically structured is narrated by Ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/652) as follows: “the Qur’an has a back 
[z․ahr] and a belly [bat․n], a boundary [h.add], and the boundary has a point of elevation [mat․laʿ].”42 
The “back” (z․ahr) and “belly” (bat․n) of the Qur’an, as Sufis have understood this hadith, are identi-
fied respectively with the “exoteric/outer” (zāhir) and “esoteric/inner” (bāt․in), or literal and spir-
itual, content of scripture respectively. This fundamental division not only reflects the “univocal” 
(muh.kam) and “symbolic” (mutashābih) dyad in the aforementioned Qur’anic verse (Q 3:7), it plays a 
critical role in Sufi discussions of the prophetic foundations of Sufi esoteric exegesis.

A similar fourfold account of scripture is attributed to ʿAli b. Abī T․ālib (d. 40/661), arguably the 
most venerated figure after the Prophet in the Sufi and Shiʿi esoteric traditions, who proclaimed that:

There is no verse of the Qur’an that does not have four meanings [maʿāni]: an outer [zāhir] 
and an inner [bāt․in) meaning, a legislative ruling [h.add], comprising of what is permissible 
and forbidden, and a point of elevation [mat․laʿ], which is what God intends for a servant 
to understand.43

A third and final statement is ascribed to Jaʿfar al-S. ādiq (d. 148/765), the most important early 
source for esoteric Qur’anic exegesis, who said that “the Qur’an is comprised of formal expres-
sions [ʿibāra], allusions [ishāra], subtleties [lat․āʾif  ] and realities [haqāʾiq].” The “formal expression,” 
he explains, “corresponds to the literal meaning, as intended for the common people [ʿāmma]; the 
“allusions” are intended for the elite [khawāss]; the “subtleties” are intended for the saints [awliyāʾ]; 
and the “realities” are understood by the prophets [anbiyāʾ].”44

Apart from the zāhir and the h.add, Sufi tafsīr is largely geared toward the bāt․in and mat․laʿ, or ishāra 
and lat․āʾif. Unlike the zāhir of the Qur’an, however, the interpretation of the inner meanings is 
not necessarily contingent on formal training in the transmitted tradition of Qur’anic exegesis (tafsīr 
bi l-maʾthūr), though many Sufis considered such a training necessary and highly beneficial.45 As 
most Sufis contend, a God-inspired interpretation is ultimately the fruit of spiritual practices that 
are instituted in the Qur’an and transmitted by the Prophet to qualified members of the Muslim 
community.46

This interpretive approach, however, did not go unchallenged by some exoteric theologians who 
accused the Sufis of engaging in “opinion-based exegesis” (tafsīr bi l-raʾy) and of undermining the 
primacy of the “transmitted exegesis” (tafsīr bi l-maʾthūr).47 Against this charge, the Sufis professed 
their commitment to the transmitted method of tafsīr and unanimously rejected any interpretation 
that contradicts the literal meaning of Scripture. Unlike certain trends of Ismaʿili exegesis, which 
both the Sufis and mainstream Qur’an commentators hold in contempt for abrogating the literal 
meaning of the Qur’an, the Sufis are adamant that their spiritual interpretations do not invalidate the 
literal meaning of the sacred text.

The function and scope of the letter is therefore at the heart of this debate. In fact, the tension 
between Sufis and some exoteric theologians is primarily centered on the semantic boundary and 
interpretive breadth of the Qur’anic “letter.” In other words, how far can the letter of the Qur’an be 
stretched without sacrificing its semantic integrity?

Effectively, if the letter is instrumental in Sufi tafsīr, it is prescriptive and directive in exoteric 
tafsīr. While some theologians have questioned the loyalty of the Sufis to the letter of the Qur’an, 
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others, such as the prominent Ashʿarī theologian and critic of IbnʿArabi, Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī 
(d. 793/1390), defended the Sufis against these unfounded charges. What’s more, as explained soon, 
al-Taftāzānī is wont to stress the fundamental distinction between the objectionable exegesis of the 
Ismailis, dubbed the “esotericists” (bāt․iniyya) and the sound exegesis of the Sufis. He writes:

The heretics were called esotericists [bāt․iniyya] for claiming that the [scriptural] texts are other 
than what their outward meanings [zāhir] denote; instead they express meanings that are 
known to no one save the [esoteric] teacher [muʿallim]. What they intend by this is the abro-
gation of the Law [sharīʿa] altogether. As for what some of the [spiritual] verifiers (i.e., Sufis) 
have stated, namely, that the scriptural texts must be read outwardly, but that they nonetheless 
contain subtle allusions [ishārāt] concerning certain truths that are unveiled to those masters 
of spiritual wayfaring [arbāb al-sulūk] and which are concordant with the outward meaning 
of the text, this approach is the hallmark of faith and the utmost degree of gnosis [ʿirfān].48

Coming from a theologian who was known for his stringent criticism of Ibn ʿArabī and his school, 
al-Taftāzānī’s endorsement of Sufi tafsīr is quite telling. Above all, it suggests that the parameters 
of Sufi tafsīr should not be judged by any exegetical norm save the norm of scripture itself. The 
most crucial criterion that any Qur’anic commentary must conform to, as he previously states, is 
the integrity of the literal word of scripture. This is what differentiates, for al-Taftazānī, Sufi from 
Ismaʿili exegesis. The allusions of the Sufis, which are the fruit of an intensive spiritual discipline, 
are “concordant with the outward meaning of scripture,” while Ismaʿili exegesis maintains that the 
esoteric meaning of the Qur’an, which is only known to the esoteric guide, is altogether other 
than its literal meanings.49 Put in these terms, al-Taftazānī is setting the parameters of a normative 
Sunni exegesis within Scripture itself, rather than framing the norm against a subgenre of exegesis. 
The allusive interpretations of the Sufis are ultimately judged against the letter of Scripture first and 
embedded thereafter in the spiritual foundations of the Sufi path.

Concluding Remarks

By illustrating how the Sufi exegetical tradition is thoroughly embedded in the Qur’an and the 
hadith, our aim was not only to show that Sufi tafsīr is as legitimate as the mainstream tafsīr tradition 
but to argue that it is as normative as the latter. After all, it should be kept in mind that many of the 
great Sufi Qur’anic exegetes were themselves exceptionally well trained in the more exoteric forms 
of Islamic theology and Qur’anic exegesis.

Like their exoteric counterparts, Sufis rely on the Qur’an and hadith to develop a transcen-
dental ontology of the Divine Word, the implication of which informs every other consideration 
pertaining to the hierarchical and esoteric content of the Qur’anic revelation. While Sufis insist on 
the inspirational source of their “allusive” interpretations of the Qur’an, they have an unrelenting 
commitment to the letter of scripture. Unlike the exoteric exegetes, however, the letter is intended 
to reveal the inner “signs” of Scripture within the human soul. This interpretive perspective is envis-
aged as a hermeneutical reflection, one in which the literal and spiritual meanings of the Qur’an 
mirror one another. In the final analysis, in Sufi tafsīr it is not a matter of leaping from the letter of 
the Divine Word into its spirit but rather of plunging past the surface of the letter into that infinite 
expanse that the Sufis refer to as “an Ocean without a shore.”
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