Chapter 3

Khidr in Sufism

Bernard McGinn, who wrote extensively on aspects of Christian mysticism,
acknowledged that to define mysticism is a problematic task. Mysticism is
often regarded as a controversial dimension of religious practice and thus
may be seen through the lens of a variety of categories or frameworks rather
than any single master narrative. McGinn notes three general ways of viewing
mysticism. Firstly, as part of religion; secondly, as a way of life; and, thirdly,
as a process of communicating the inner experience of the presence of the
divine.! The subject of this chapter may be located primarily in Islamic mys-
tical thought, or more appropriately in Sufi writings. Inasmuch as Khidr lies
within the realm of Sufism, it would be apt to say that he has been received
in all the three different ways within the Islamicate tradition.

As already noted, the figure of Khidr is connected to the quranic text, the
tafsir literature, the hadith, the gisas al-‘anbiya’, a vast body of Sufi litera-
ture, as well as various folk traditions, many of which remain fluid and ever
changing. The Khidr phenomenon and its associated traditions have taken
up such a huge space within the Islamicate traditions and cultures that it is
impossible to do justice to this topic in a single work. In this chapter, I will
primarily focus on the religious and mystical understandings of Khidr’s role
and how they may be connected with the symbolism of “light” and spiritual
or inward “illumination” which many Sufis claim to have received through
him.> Nowhere is there more emphasis on seeking knowledge of and from
God than in the mystical dimension of faith—the esoteric understanding of
Islam. In Sufism, the seeker strives to be a mu ‘min; to not only seek knowl-
edge but to implement it in one’s life as part of one’s spiritual practice. The
secret of such knowledge, it is said, does not lie in isolation from or renun-
ciation of the world. Rather it is found by being in the world and in seeking
it from all available avenues. Al-Tabari, citing an early Muslim scholar Ibn
Abbas, states that after the Israelites were saved “from the people of Pharaoh”
one of them asked Moses: “is there on earth anyone who knows more than
you. .. ?” To which Moses said, ““No.” So God sent Gabriel . . . who said . . .
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‘Indeed, there is a man on the shore of the sea who knows more than you.
In effect, Moses is reminded here that “knowing” requires more than what we
know and that we should never stop learning.

Sufis are among those who seek such wisdom and divine knowledge. The
first “recorded appearance of the term siifi dates from the middle of the sec-
ond century” of Islam (8th century CE) when it was apparently “applied in
Kifa to the famous Jabir ibn Hayyan.”* Sufis aspire to be “near” God; many
were recognized in their own time as “friends of God” or saints. It is believed
that the concept of wilayah (sainthood) was first introduced into the techni-
cal vocabulary of Sufism by Haktm al-Tirmidhi who lived in the 8th and 9th
centuries. However, fasawwuf (mystical practices and traditions of piety)
existed prior to that time. The term wilayah (or waldyah) would be familiar
to the readers of the Qur’an where it appears twice (8:72 and 18:44).5 In early
Islam mystics and pious individuals were not called Sufis; the term became
known later. Referring to Muslim piety traditions, Chodkiewicz notes, “the
thing existed before the word” tasawwuf came along. Similarly, in later peri-
ods the word tasawwuf did not always mean that the practice was authentic.
Imam Hujwirl, lamenting the decline of spiritual practice in his time (11th
century), reportedly said, “fasawwuf'is today a name without reality, whereas
it was once a reality without a name . . . the pretense is known and the practice
unknown.”® The Sufi path, according to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, is an “inward
journey” where one’s goal is to know the self and the source from where we
came as well as our final destination, which does not sound as controversial
a description as it has been made to be in some conservative Muslim circles.
Nasr’s statement is based on the quranic affirmation: “to God we belong,
to God we shall return” (inna lillah-i-wa innd ilayhi rdji tn). 1t is said that
change is inevitable and everything around us is going through transforma-
tion which entails, at least for those who believe, that there is “life” after
the physical earthly life. Sufi’s want this belief to be the front and center
of their journey here on earth as it offers a perspective and enables them to
make choices based on that reality. This conscious way of living becomes
the “path” for many. Nasr contends that the Sufi path, “leads from the desert
of outwardness, forgetfulness, selfishness, and falsehood to the Garden of
Truth, wherein alone we can realize our true identity and come to know who
we are.”” For Sufis, this self-knowledge is instrumental in moving from ordi-
nary consciousness to higher states of consciousness where an individual can
attain a deeper perspective on reality.
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KHIDR AS AN INITIATIC PRINCIPLE

As mentioned previously, Khidr is said to have drunk from the “water of
life.” For this reason, he is described as the one who has found the source
of life, “the Eternal Youth.”® He thus becomes the mysterious guide and an
immortal saint in the popular religious piety. For the Sufis, Khidr is seen as
one of the spiritual poles (agtab, plural of qutb) of the inhabited universe. In
that, Khidr’s status as a qutb also corresponds to the notion of the “hidden
Imam” in Shi‘1 piety where the figure of the Imam functions as an invisible
yet active guide to the living community of believers.” Annemarie Schimmel
describes the role: “Sometimes the mystics would meet him on their journeys;
he would inspire them, answer their questions, rescue them from danger, and,
in special cases, invest them with the khirga/h], which was accepted as valid
in the tradition of Sufi initiation.”'® Khidr is the initiator of those who seek
the esoteric realities and those who strive on the path to someday becoming
worthy of being a “Friend of God.” The state of such a friendship (wilayah)
requires a long journey on an arduous path; arduous because of the struggle
between ego on one side and the longing for the divine on the other. This
initiatory function of Khidr is characteristic of his being a qutb (or spiritual
pole) and hence timeless. Moreover, Khidr’s affiliation with his initiates is
also timeless and “transhistorical” in the sense that it is part of the “tradition
whose line is vertical . . . and whose moments are independent of the causality
of continuous physical time” which Ibn ‘Arabi has called the ‘tajdid al-khalg’
or the recurrence of the creative act.!! Khidr is the hidden initiator of those
who walk the mystical path like those from the UwaysT tarigah. Seekers in
this particular Sufi order do not receive their initiation by a living master,
instead they begin their mystical journey either by following the guiding light
of the teachings from earlier masters or by being “initiated by the mysterious
prophet-saint Khidr.”'?> Here Khidr becomes an immortal personification of
the “initiatic principle’ as he performs the role of a master/teacher in the invis-
ible hierarchy of saints (awliya,). He is indispensable to those who accept his
discipleship, and he is always “present” for the disciple, without being physi-
cally there. The idea of one’s teacher being present despite his/her physical
absence is part of a wider spiritual matrix than just for the followers of Khidr.
Sufis have long taught that for “the disciple the shaykh is always mysteriously
present, especially during the rituals. The shaykh never dies . . . even if he
has physically left this world. His spiritual guidance (irshdad) and assistance
continue even after death.”!* The figure of Khidr often invites the seeker to
journey beyond the limitations of reason, into imaginal worlds. At times, the
apparent contradictions symbolized by Khidr can be helpful just as paradoxes
can make one see the range of possibilities instead of just the polar extremes.
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Khidr represents mercy (rahmah) a recognized attribute of prophecy, yet he is
also known by his servitude ( ‘ubitdiyyah) to the truth and to all the creatures
of God.'" In this, Khidr can be said to represent the servant-leader ideal so
much emphasized in contemporary spiritual discourse.

The important role of a spiritual teacher becomes evident as one realizes
the limitations involved in monitoring and guiding one’s own journey toward
God-realization. But not all Sufis have a physically present teacher. Khidr
gained enormous reputation and popularity in the Sufi tradition due to his
role as an initiator and a spiritual guide who is not physically there with the
student. He nevertheless guides in his absence; this is what he is known for.
Several Sufi orders began with claims (made by someone who would likely
become known as the founder of the group) of being initiated by Khidr. It
is yet another way of initiation through “a source other than a human mas-
ter.” A great many Sufis have said to have received khirgah from Khidr and
that includes Ibn ‘Arabi, one of the more well-known Muslim figures in the
West."s By the early Middle Ages, Sufism had blossomed into a major force
among the competing expressions of faith. In this milieu, Khidr had come to
symbolize “the third path” to the knowledge of God, purely and constantly
supernatural, giving access to the divine mystery (ghayb) itself.'® He is
invoked by almost every Sufi and mentioned by scholars of the Qur’an and
the hadith. In the writings of “Abd al-Kartm al-J1l1, Khidr rules over “men of
the hidden world” (rijal al-ghayb)—who are the exalted saints and angels.!”
Khidr is counted among those who, in the classical Sufism, are called the
abdal, (“those who take turns”) a designation within the ranks of the awliya’
of Islam." In a divinely instituted hierarchy of such saints, Khidr holds the
rank of their “spiritual head.” They are called abdal because they apparently
become a “substitute” for Khidr and take turns in “helping in his mission of
assisting and saving good men in danger and distress.”'® The initiatory func-
tion of Khidr is characteristic of his being a gutb in the hierarchy of saints.
For Ibn ‘Arabi, Khidr is one of the four awtad (pillars who hold the spiritual
world in its place, as it were):?° Idris (Enoch) is the qutb in that hierarchy;
then are the two imams, Jesus and Elijah and the fourth is Khidr—a pillar
(watad) of knowledge and truth.?! Through these four pillars God protects
the “purity” of religion. Each of them has been assigned a distinct function:
the first protects the faith (iman), the second and the third protect sainthood
(wilayah) and prophethood (nubiwwah), and the fourth protects the mission
(risalah). 1t is also held that of the four “living” prophets, “two of them, Idris
and Jesus, dwell in the celestial spheres, and the other two, Elijah [Ilyas] and
Khadir, dwell on this earth unseen by most mortals.”?? Thus the awtad hold
the spiritual world just as, in the words of the Qur’an, the mountains hold the
carth like “pegs.”?
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Louis Massignon (d. 1962), the famous Catholic scholar of Islam, had much
to say about Khidr. He understood Khidr as archetypal initiator of those who
seek a spiritual path. Khidr initiated Moses by way of a series of tests (refer-
ring to the three episodes in the quranic narrative which were at first offensive
to Moses), which were guided by the vision that “exceeds the literality of
Good according to the Law.”?* Massignon saw himself as one of those whom
Khidr had initiated to the path; he was said to be “in spiritual consonance
with the khadiriyyah inspiration” having been visited upon by “the gentle
breeze of the solitary initiator-al-Khidr.”? This claim is not insignificant if it
is indeed made to explain Massignon’s quiet diplomacy during Vatican II on
behalf of Islam and its recognition by the Council as part of the Abrahamic
family of religions alongside Judaism and Christianity. For his efforts to be
inclusive of Muslims as believers in God, Massignon was seen by some of
his fellow Catholics to be dangerously stepping at the outer boundaries of
his faith, even though he remained firmly established in his home tradition
despite his love for Sufism. It is perhaps in this sense that Khidr provided
Massignon the “vertical presence” allowing him to operate above the “law”
as it were without violating any of it in essence.’® For Massignon, Khidr
may be hidden from most of us at present, but he will appear again to assist
the Mahdi and Jesus at the end of times, so to speak.”’ In character with his
mystical vision, Massignon suggests a role for Khidr in the eschaton. Indeed,
Khidr is busy repairing the “cracks” in the “traditional edifice” in order to
keep it intact and instrumental. Khidr’s return at the end of times will serve
as evidence of his freedom “from the limitations of time and space,” and of
his leadership as, in Laude’s words, “the prophet of verticality.””® Khidr will
then guide the faithful to Jerusalem “to join Jesus son of Mary.”?

In the Qur’an, Khidr is called a “servant” of God. Such a designation
implies a high status and at the same time a sense of loyalty to divine law. In
Islam, the goal of existence is said to be to cultivate deep appreciation for and
servanthood towards God. The Sufi path helps one do that firstly by breaking
the ego which prevents individuals from reaching the state of humility neces-
sary for servanthood (‘ubiudiyyah). For Laude, in a mystical sense, besides
servanthood, Khidr also represents the “freedom in God, which is . . . the
other side of servanthood. Servitude towards God at each and every instant
is actually the pathway to a spontaneous and potentially infinite freedom.”*
Laude explains this as Massignon’s attempt to present Khidr (and Ilyas) as
someone whose servitude ( ‘ubidiyyah) transcends law and who is thus trans-
formed into a universal mystical trope. However, there is a slippery slope
here due to the largely subjective nature of assessment involved which is used
to determine a person having reached the status of a “true servant.” Indeed,
many have claimed to reach “true servanthood” by way of achieving the
“freedom in God” which supposedly releases them for the obligations of the
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“law” or practices which are binding on Muslim believers. For traditionalists
like Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ‘ubiidiyyah is related to the quranic term for wor-
ship (‘ibadah) as in: “We [God] created human beings and jinn so they would
worship [God]” (Q. 51:56). Thus, from an Islamic perspective the primary
purpose of human existence is to “worship God” which can be interpreted
to mean learning how to attain a “perfect state of servanthood.”! A person’s
entire life is a journey of discovering one’s true self and one’s purpose by
trying to cultivate humility through practicing the rituals of faith (arkan) such
as daily prayers, and other actions like fasting, pilgrimage, and almsgiving
at appropriate times during the year. For Sufis, there are additional spiritual
practices that vary from school to school, and are aimed at striving (jihad, “to
strive”) for servanthood. This striving symbolizes a sacred journey, towards
the realization of “what it means to be fully human.” Once our ego realizes
its full servanthood or ‘ubiidiyyah, it also becomes clear that “as servants we
can never become the Lord.”*

This prudent analysis of the path is crucial because some Sufi schools of
thought and practice have focused intensely on the goal of “becoming one”
with Reality, or al-Haqq, the Truth, which is one of the quranic names for
God. Muslim sages have left ample warnings for those who heed their mes-
sage that it is important to distinguish between the path and the goal. The
desire and striving for “union” with God may be a noble goal but its attain-
ment is a different matter and much harder to quantify. Sincere practice is
indeed fundamental to reaching the experience; however, excessive piety and
obsessively pursuing one’s “desire for union with God itself distances [the
seeker] more than anything else from God.”*

Historically as well as in contemporary times there have arisen numer-
ous pseudo-mystical movements which claim to represent higher spiritual
realities. Such movements, and those individuals who identify with them,
have done great harm to the reputation of tasawwuf, as they deviated from
the shari‘ah claiming to be “one with God” having achieved mystical
knowledge and experience. They see themselves as treading the mystical
path at the expense of the observance of the shari‘ah. Many such individu-
als have laid claims regarding their encounter with Khidr who supposedly
gave them such knowledge and the authority to what amounts to innovation
in matters of faith (bid‘a). Theologically speaking, it is not sustainable to
reconcile Sufism with a practice that intentionally excludes shari‘ah. Sages
from earlier periods when Sufi thought and practice was still nascent warned
of these dangers and sought to distinguish between the mutasawwif (true
seeker) and the mustawif (pretender to mystical knowledge); between a “true
Muhammadan” and the “shopkeeper sheikh.”* Similarly, the famous Sufi
and scholar, Abii Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1111), in his Kimiya-e
sa‘ddat, defends the Sufi way from allegations by Orthodox Muslims and
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argues that Prophet Muhammad’s piety and Sufi disciplines have much in
common. At the same time, he insists that for the Sufi path to be authentic it
cannot claim to be above the necessity of observing the ritual requirements
outlined in the shar ‘ah including the arkan (the Five Pillars).>> Most practi-
tioners of Sufism who contemplate the prophecy of Khidr and consider him
their “hidden” shaykh, as it were, do not disregard the shari‘ah; instead they
begin their journey within it.*¢ For those who seek an encounter with Khidr,
it is said there are certain conditions that need to be met. Firstly, the person
should be a follower of the sunnah (prophetic example); secondly, the person
should have no greed left for this world; thirdly, the seeker should be kind
and gentle towards everyone.’’ Therefore, the shari‘ah is a pre-requisite and
essential for one to be initiated in the farigah or the “path” because the path
emanates from and exists within the shari ‘ah.

If the esoteric reality of Islam (hagigah) is likened to the center of a circle,
the exoteric form of it (shari‘ah) is the circumference of that circle. And
the radius proceeding from the circumference to the center is the mystical
path (farigah) leading a pilgrim, as it were, from shari‘ah to the haqiqah;
“from outward observance to inner conviction, from belief to vision, from
potency to act,”® and most of all from the human realm to the divine realm.
If the circumference represents the wholeness of reality, the center symbol-
izes its uniqueness and oneness (fawhid). This description is also helpful
in demonstrating the relationship between esoteric and exoteric aspects of
faith; each is differently constructed and yet both are centered on Reality. It
may also be used to frame the Khidr-Moses relationship as mutually depen-
dent. Each is given only part of the domain where they may exercise their
authority; each of them needs the other to see the wholeness of truth. Sufis
in general regard the shari‘ah as integral to the path, however, there are also
groups and individuals who consider the spiritual path to be “above” the law,
even if they continue to observe/practice the pillars of faith enshrined in the
shari‘ah for other reasons. Similarly, piety is integral to the practice of Islam,
yet many puritanical and orthodox-leaning Muslims frown upon practices
that they consider “extra-Islamic.” The Khidr-Moses story may indeed be
instructive for both kinds of practitioners. Khidr does not operate indepen-
dent of divine will and law, as he noted in his explanations for the three acts.
Similarly, shari ‘ah-centric, law-abiding Moses is amenable to be guided by
a spiritual figure who appears to be “amoral” in the story.** The gap between
the two positions seems wide and may only be bridged by taking a position
of humility.
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THE MASTER-DISCIPLE RELATIONSHIP

The “vertical dimension” of the spiritual relationship (between God and
the seeker) depends entirely upon divine initiative even when human effort
appears to be instrumental. As already discussed, Khidr’s actions in the
quranic story were in their entirety directed by divine will, as part of the
verse Q. 18:82 clarified towards the end of the encounter between Khidr and
Moses ( . . . I did not do [these things] of my own accord . . . ). The role Khidr
played was that of an agent. Spiritual knowledge is “illuminative and unitive,
a knowledge whose highest object is the Truth.” This knowledge comes in
three stages: ‘ilm al-yaqin (knowledge of certainty) ‘ayn al-yaqin (the eye
of certainty), and haqq al-yagin (the truth of certainty).* The Sufi knows by
God or through God because, in the final analysis, human beings can hardly
lay claim to acquiring knowledge through independent means. Just as we are
spiritually dependent for our existence on the Source of all beings, similarly
we are utterly reliant for our knowledge and actions. Nothing is originally
from us, strictly speaking. A Sufi saying explains this dependence on God:
“we exist in this world, but we subsist in another.” In other words, we may
be physically “here” but our subsistence, our ability to breathe and be alive
through that act of breathing, is determined elsewhere. Our food may be of
this earth, but why (not just how) that food sustains us, that is determined on
a different plane.

Sufism is a path that begins with repentance (tawbah) and leads one to a
higher state of awareness. Through a series of steps and stages (magamat,
pl. of magam) one may achieve such higher virtues that open oneself to the
mysteries of the divine presence. This process is generally seen as unfolding
in the “passing away” (fana’) in God and in “surviving” (baqa’) as a trans-
formed person. It is believed in mystical circles that to attain such a state of
being one needs a trained instructor, someone who has already walked that
path. Often the instructor is both physically and spiritually present and is in
communication with the seeker even though only the spiritual dimension of
such a relationship is essential. The Khidrian trope offers a variant to this tra-
ditional master-disciple relationship. Khidr as the Sufi master and instructor
is absent as a physical being and yet fully present in the lives of innumerable
seekers of the divine light who find themselves dependent upon his guidance
for their spiritual journey. How is it that Khidr, an otherworldly spiritual
guide, can relate to a disciple who materially and organically exists in the
time-space continuum? Henry Corbin suggests reimagining the disciple’s
relationship with Khidr to be dissimilar to what someone would have with
an earthly teacher. The thought that it is dissimilar opens the mind to seeing
other possible modalities at work including dreams. Questioning the nature
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of such a relationship is to question the historical existence of Khidr whereas
Khidr, as many insist, is “transhistorical” and, by virtue of being “immortal,”
also transcendent.*! Attempts to explain how Khidr can be in many places at
once and be always present for his disciples is problematic to say the least.

If, taking the standpoint of analytical psychology, we speak of Khidr as an
archetype, he will seem to lose his reality and become a figment of the imagina-
tion, if not of the intellect. And if we speak of him as a real person, we shall
no longer be able to characterize the difference in structure between Khidr’s
relationship with his disciple and the relationship that any other shaikh on this
earth can have with his.*?

Hence the experience of being a disciple of Khidr “invests the disciple, as an
individual, with a transcendent, ‘transhistorical’ dimension.”* It is an experi-
ence which cannot be explained using the space-time matrix of our existence
and sense perception.*

There are countless stories in mystical literature about experiences of meet-
ings and forming relationship with Khidr. Often narrators acknowledge their
dependency upon Khidr’s instruction and guidance. These stories have been
passed down for generations as oral wisdom and are part of the ethos. The
Central Asian religious group, the Uwaysi order, considers these stories as
fundamental to the practice of the mystical path. This Sufi order is named after
Uways al-Qarant (d. 657) of Yemen, a contemporary of Prophet Muhammad.
Uways became a Muslim without ever meeting the Prophet in person.*
However, he regarded Muhammad as his physically absent but spiritually
present teacher and shaykh. There emerged a model named after Uways for
people with no visible human guide. It became acceptable to follow a teacher
who may be geographically separated (or is invisible for some other reason)
and yet may be “present” and “available” to the disciples. Uwaysis are known
to regard Khidr as their guide and a hidden master. Indeed, some Sufis would
argue that anyone who commits to the mystical path may receive instructions
from Khidr from the world of the unseen (‘a@lam al-ghayb). Like the Uwaysis,
many individuals and groups rely on Khidr’s guidance or other “physically
absent instructor[s].”*® They believe it is possible to connect directly not just
with Khidr, but also with other prophets and saints, thus the Khidrian model
becomes a paradigm for the master-disciple relationships more generally.
Accounts of Sufis’ communication and their spiritual relationship with hidden
saints are recorded in the History of the Uwaysis written in the early seven-
teenth century.*’ Besides that of the Uwaysis, there are in the literary tradition
numerous instances where Khidr is said to have played an important role as a
guide and a helper. One prominent example within the literary genre in medi-
eval times is the Dastan or romance story of Amir Hamzah, which originated
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in the eleventh century.*® Khidr appears in the Ddastan as a rescuer of the hero
(Amir) and his companion (‘Amar). He instantly saves the distressed from
hunger and thirst, ferries people across bodies of water safely onto dry land,
and counsels those struggling with making a righteous decision. In the dastan
all sorts of characters familiar to a Muslim reader (religious, historical, as
well as fictional) are woven into the narrative of the stories. These no doubt
add an element of believability to works of fiction. Like in other genres,
Khidr always plays the familiar role of being a “savior” and does miraculous
things, always by the leave of God, reciting the “Great Name” before per-
forming extraordinary things. Here he is seen to empower those who are on
the side of the good (like the hero, Amir Hamzah) and helps destroys the ones
(a villain of the story, Malunah Jadu) who seek to harm others.*

The story of Khidr reminds us of the importance of the notion of dis-
cipleship even for those who may have already assumed the role of a
teacher. It illustrates the need for knowledge at a time when it seems there
is nothing more to be learned. The ethics or propriety (adab) that informs
the master-disciple relationship is evident in an episode in the life of Ibn
‘Arabi. It is between him and his spiritual teacher Shaykh ‘Urayb, which also
involves Ibn ‘Arabt’s first encounter with Khidr. Ibn ‘Arabi reports that once
he disagreed with the Shaykh on a matter of secondary importance. Later
when he left the Shaykh, Khidr appeared to him and told him, “Accept what
the Shaykh says!” So Ibn ‘Arabi repented. But as the story goes Ibn ‘Arabi
was right in the matter of disagreement, nevertheless, adab required him to be
submissive to one who was superior in rank. This was the reason why Khidr
“did not tell him he was mistaken but simply [that] he should submit to his
master.” Addas continues: “although [Ibn ‘Arabi] repented of his attitude
he would not budge from his position. As a disciple, murid, Ibn ‘Arabi was
hierarchically inferior to ‘Urayb and owed him his obedience; as a gnostic
(‘arif) endowed with an inner certainty (basirah), he spoke the truth and in
this particular instance surpassed his master.””*

The role of being a Sufi teacher demands rigor, openness to the divine, and
the experience of a lifetime. Moses’ encounter with Khidr is an example of
such rigor where strong faith is called upon to direct one’s actions that are
seemingly illegal, abhorrent even. Servitude to God alone enables the person
to earn the heart of being a master-teacher. It is through servitude alone that
one may hope to attain that most subtle knowledge, ma ‘rifah, which is sought
by many but is given to a select few. When God destines one to attain such
knowledge, God institutes a divine experience in favor of such a person and
an encounter with Khidr is one such experience. The 14th-century Indian Sufi
master, Sharafuddin Maneri (d. 1381), interpreted the Khidr-Moses encoun-
ter as a means for Moses to learn how to be like a Sufi master. In one of his
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famous letters to a fellow Sufi companion Maneri describes the “qualifica-
tions” of a shaykh:

Khidr taught Moses the five stages of becoming a Sh[ay]kh. . . . The first is the
submission of servanthood. . . . Second is an aptitude to receive truth directly
from God without any intermediary; the third is a submission distinguishable
from the first submission by a very special grace; the fourth is the honor of
receiving divine knowledge of God without any intermediary; and the fifth is
the riches of receiving infused knowledge.*!

Sufis use language that is sometimes objectionable to the legal minded.
For the orthodox scholars too, the spiritual claims or aspirations can appear
grandiose and, for some of them, border on heresy. Maneri’s words echo
the teachings of the mainstream Sufi schools in the Muslim world, but they
become suspect because of the apparent attempt to bypass the channels of
scholarly authority of traditional religious teachers (‘ulama’). Maneri was
hardly the first to speak in this fashion. Scores of others, including the 8th-
century Sufi teacher Rabi‘a of Basra, attempted to deconstruct the dichotomy
that exists between hell and paradise, self and Self, male and female (and the
separate rules that govern their affairs). In her masterful attempt to portray
the grandeur of the eternal dwelling place of souls, beyond the world of petty
legal disputes, for example, over how to correctly stand in prayer, Rabi‘a lays
out the essence of what it means to love God.

In love, nothing exists between breast and Breast.
Speech is born out of longing, true description from the real taste.
The one who tastes, knows; the one explains, lies.*?

Riimi too says something similar when he speaks of the futility of legal
wranglings between the ‘ulamda’ and between them and others, especially as
it relates to the language of love vis-a-vis legalism.

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I’1l
meet you here.

When the soul lies down in that grass, the world is too full to

talk about.

Ideas, language, even the phrase each other doesn’t make

any sense.>

Both Rabi‘a and Rum1 started out as disciples and in the course of their
own spiritual journeys acquired (received, granted, learned) the skills and
rigor necessary for the role of becoming teachers in their own right. They
belonged to different epochs and places, schools of thought and each received
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knowledge differently. Together they represent the highest and the exemplary
among Sufi masters. Each left a legacy that inspired countless others. Each
modeled the practice of spirituality differently which speaks to the diversity
of forms and schools. Rabi‘a and RGimT are but only two among the numer-
ous Sufi masters that have enriched the mystical traditions in Islam. Some
of them we know well and others not so much and yet the master-disciple
tradition continues and with them the renewal of spiritual life. It has been
argued that the Khidr-Moses story may be seen to inform the “practice of
discipleship with a living master.”>* As already seen in the previous chapter,
this is problematic due to the widely accepted hierarchy of prophets where
Moses is placed among the top five while Khidr’s status as a prophet is not
even universally recognized. Thus, clearly, the Moses-Khidr story is not as
straightforward as it may appear. What is clear from the story is the impor-
tance for any seeker to remain open to learning, even from Khidr and even
when one is as highly stationed as Moses. Rim1 explains it as follows: “If
so exalted a figure as Moses sought [Khidr], how much more should a lesser
person submit to his tutelage.”

KHIDR AND LIGHT

Khidr is said to possess gnosis (ma ‘rifah), a kind of divine insight. Khidr is
the one on whom God had bestowed mercy and given knowledge from God
(Q. 18:65). Khidr’s knowledge may also be seen as a conduit for receiving
divine light (al-Niir) which can be compared with gnosis. An unnamed mystic
described it in the following words. “If gnosis were to take visible shape, all
who looked thereon would die at the sight of its beauty and loveliness and
goodness and grace, and every brightness would become dark beside the
splendour thereof.”*® This idea of distinguishing between worldly brightness
and divine splendor makes it plain that there is a kind of illumination (kashf
or unveiling) of the soul which happens as a result of divine knowledge. This
notion of “inward illumination” is found in many religious traditions and
Sufism is no exception.

[llumination of the mysteries of ‘@lam al-ghayb has been sought by mystics
from all walks of life and was promoted by individual Sufis as well as some
schools of Sufi practice since the 9th century. One of the schools which deals
with the theme of “light” and illumination, having to do with ma ‘rifah or spir-
itual knowledge, is known as al-Ishraqiyyah, the philosophy of illumination,
which was founded by Shihabuddin Suhrawardt (d. 1191).°” According to
Henry Corbin, Suhrawardi was seminal in bringing out the “oriental” dimen-
sion of Islamic wisdom—a dimension without which, by implication, the
Western or Semitic aspects of Islam would remain incomplete. Suhrawardi,
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among others, sought to maintain the unity of philosophy and mystical expe-
rience.*® At the same time, according to Corbin, the extra-Islamic elements
within the “theosophy of Light” (hikmat al-Ishraq) are related to ancient
Persian ideas that were prevalent prior to Islam. The “light-infused ontol-
ogy” of Suhrawardi seems to have influenced a number of major Muslim
thinkers who in turn opened new frontiers for perceiving the notion of light
in Islamic mystical discourse. The notion of divine knowledge as “light” and
its symbolic meanings arose as a result of trying to interpret the so-called
“Light verse” -Q. 24:35
(Strat al-Nur)- that refers to a “lamp” which reflects divine light:

God is the Light of the heavens and earth. His Light is like this: there is a niche,
and in it a lamp, the lamp inside a glass, a glass like a glittering star, fueled
from a blessed olive tree from neither east nor west, whose oil almost gives light
even when no fire touches it—Ilight upon light. God guides whoever He will to
his Light; God draws such comparisons for people; God has full knowledge
of everything.®

Taking their cue from this allegorical narrative many Sufistic interpreters
of the Qur’an theorized about the symbolism of the lamp and its light. The
expression “mystical lamp” became popular in Sufism and was understood
as an “illuminating device” that gives the Sufi an enigmatic and extraordi-
nary status compared with other human beings. The idea of a lamp lit with
the “blazing fire” of divine love symbolizes higher station (magam) held by
individuals as a result of their knowledge and wisdom. The “lamp” is said to
reside in the galb (spiritual heart or intellect which the Sufis identify as the
organ that lies at the core of one’s being) of a person, through which one con-
nects with God. Al-Ghazali’s famous treatise (Mishkat al-anwar) speaks of
the mystical lamp that “burns” in the heart and warms the soul of the seeker.®!
The lamp here signifies the archetypes or most beautiful names of God (Q.
7:180).% Numerous other references to the lamp can be found in the writings
of Muslim mystics.® In his commentary on Strat al-Nar, 24:35, Tbn ‘Arabi
considers “niche” (mishkat) as an outer cloak of the heart to protect from
passions (ahwa”). The glass within the niche represents the heart even as it
is transparent allowing the light to shine through because it (the heart) has
attained the level of purity and has been enabled to reflect divine radiance.*
Ibn ‘Arabi regards the “lights” (anwar, pl. of nir) as the “Divine Sayings
which appear in the ‘niche’ of the Prophet [Muhammad], who manifests the
glory and beauty of these lights exactly as they are in reality.”®

The light motif is used in a variety of ways in the Islamic tradition. Many
scholars and mystics have alluded to the notion of light as an allegory for
mystical insight and as a precursor to religious experience. In addition to the
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metaphor about the niche, Ibn ‘Arabil wrote of spiritual light as something
which he personally experienced. He reported that in 1198 as he prayed
in Azhar mosque, located in the city of Fez, he witnessed something quite
extraordinary: “I saw a light that seemed to illuminate what was before me,
despite the fact that I had lost all sense of front and back, it being as if I had no
back at all. Indeed during this vision I had no sense of direction whatever, my
sense of vision being, so to speak, spherical in its scope, I recognized my spa-
tial position only as hypothesis, not as reality.”®® By relating this experience
Ibn ‘Arabi claimed to have reached what he calls “the Station of Light.”¢” In
this vision of reality, the “normal coordinates of space and time are suspended
and become mere hypothetical.”®® What is at stake in experiences like these
is the very idea of how we understand reality. Ibn ‘Arabi asserts that human
beings exist at the crossroads of two kinds of reality: one that is not really
a reality as such—this worldly reality; and the other, a reality that connects
human beings, and them alone, to God. This dimension is part of the spiritual
“inheritance” from God given to human beings who are God’s vicegerents
(Q. 2:30). Whether human beings are able to visualize, actualize, and realize
this inheritance within their lifetime or not is another matter; some clearly do
as Sufis through the ages have claimed. Spiritual light is one of the keys to
the realization of this inheritance. For Ibn ‘Arabi light is “synonymous with
knowledge of God and knowledge of the Unity of Being.”® He often men-
tioned “those illuminated ones” referring to other Sufi masters and awliya’.
He believed that the galb is the place where God dwells, and the seeker
should “illumine it with the lamps of the celestial and divine virtues. 7
Similarly, al-Ghazali in his lhya’ ‘ulim al-din (Revival of the religious
sciences) speaks of those whom the uncreated light illumines with its bril-
liance.”" He also has his own “highly developed light metaphysics” where
he identifies illumination as the third degree of fawhid.” This light motif is
often expressed in terms of “veils” and the separation through them between
divine reality and the world of matter. Thus, we find a description within Sufi
thought of the path from darkness to light which involves “seventy-thousand
veils” and at least half of these are said to be the “veils of light.””® The goal
of the seeker is to become “refined” by going through each of these veils
until the seeker (salik) has attained the freedom from the “taint of darkness.”
The symbolism of light and freedom from darkness are synonymous and they
imply a high degree of self-consciousness as in knowing “light as light” and
freedom as the state of being free.”* The unveiling of each of these invisible
barriers is equivalent to illuminating the spiritual self to a degree which oth-
erwise experienced darkness, where darkness equals ignorance. The connec-
tion between light (nir) and gnosis (ma ‘rifah) has many other connotations,
articulated by numerous Muslim thinkers and mystics. The light is also seen
as the light of certainty (al-yaqin). Without this light one remains in the state



Khidr in Sufism 71

of ambiguity insofar as one’s faith is concerned. Thus, nir within a believer’s
heart (al-galb) allows him/her to “see” what is not visible to the naked eye.
Hence a believer who is endowed with the “light” of certainty is said to
have attained the r’uyat al-qalb (visitation of the heart) and through which
the believer is endowed with extraordinary powers of discernment (firasah).
Thus, notions such as inward illumination and spiritual light (a/-niir) can be
said to represent divine knowledge and the wisdom that accompanies such
knowledge.” Sufi accounts above point to the importance of the symbolism
of light in mystical experience. Based on the foregoing, I propose that Khidr’s
knowledge may also be seen as a conduit for receiving divine light.

In his work on the symbolism of the role played by Khidr, Patrick Franke
speaks of the idea of “sacralization of spaces in the traditional world of
Islam™”® as well as the notion of “encountering Khidr.””” Franke’s work deals
with accounts of Khidr’s appearances in specific places that allowed the stake-
holders to declare those places as sacred. This sacralization of space coincides
with accounts of seeing or even meeting with Khidr. This allowed the person
to claim special spiritual status and a confirmation of and blessing on their
mystical quest. If appearance of Khidr in a particular place is “sacralization
of space” it may be argued that encountering Khidr is the “sacralization of
being” or of experience. It is through an encounter with Khidr that many
have come to be regarded as Sufis or aspiring to be one. Meeting with Khidr
somehow became the norm in the Sufi experience.”® There are countless
reports by Sufis and scholars throughout Muslim history who thought Khidr
to be “alive” and active; and stories of him appearing to people are given
as evidence of such claims. Among the many personal accounts of meet-
ings with Khidr, Ibn ‘Arabi may have left one of the most intricate reports
concerning his meeting the mysterious saint. Ibn ‘Arabi writes that while
he was on the port of Tunis, Khidr appeared to him as if coming from over
the water but he was not wet, and then he proceeded towards a distant light
house reaching it while taking only a few steps.” Franke’s work showcases
a collection of accounts by Sufis who claim to have met Khidr and have thus
gained what are variously called mystical insights, secret knowledge, divine
mysteries, and so on.’® The knowledge and other gifts claimed by Sufis who
have encountered Khidr shows two things simultaneously. First, it shows that
Khidr’s high spiritual status allowed the mystically inclined to gain a spiritual
status for their own purposes, be they interested in pursuit of divine proximity
or in asserting their right as inheritors of spiritual authority and attaining the
role of a Sufi master. The first pursuit denotes a purely spiritual quest, and the
second perhaps a more politically tainted quest for power and control of an
institution or group. As Franke notes, Khidr was almost always “instrumen-
talized as a symbol of religious authorization.”®' Second, by the very nature
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of such accounts and their proliferation, Khidr gains universal appeal, and his
veneration grows steadily. This explains the wide dissemination of the Khidr
legend in predominantly Muslim societies. Franke attests to the fact that his
collection of Sufi accounts of meeting with Khidr allowed him to map out the
“general historical phenomenology of the veneration of this figure within the
Islamic world.”® Information about and claims regarding an encounter with
Khidr did not always come through the Sufis themselves; many times, they
are made on behalf of a Sufi teacher by their disciples and/or the masses who
wish to believe in such stories of hope and renewal. Sometimes, the venera-
tion of Khidr blends in with reverence for the Sufi master where the followers
begin to identify their teacher as Khidr. Said Nursi cautions regarding this
point in his Mektubat:

Saints who attain to direct vision and knowledge of reality have reported virtu-
ally unanimously their adventures with Khidr and these elucidate and provide
this level of life. One of the degrees of sainthood . . . is even called the degree
of Khidr. A saint who reaches it receives instruction from Khidr and meets with
him. But it sometimes happens that such a person is mistakenly thought to be
Khidr himself.*

In Sufi poetry, Khidr sometimes takes on the role of the cup-bearer (sdqi)
offering the possibility of an encounter with the divine.* Here cup is the
symbol of mediation or guidance and, simultaneously, a reference to initiation
to be on the path (farigah) that eventually leads to “immortality” and “friend-
ship” with God. Here are a few examples of those who reported to have seen
or have met Khidr. ‘Imad al-din ‘AlT Kirmani (d. 1371) was a jurist, Sufi, and
a poet known to have written in in the genre of ghazal and the mathnawr; the
latter being “a poem based on independent internally thyming lines.”® In one
of his later works of poetry written in 1364 called the Safd-nama (‘The Book
of Purity’) also known as Mu nis al-abrar (The Companion of the Pious),
Kirmani speaks of an encounter with Khidr that appears almost as a quali-
fication announcement or a declaration of credentials of being a mystic.*
Sharafuddin Maneri, the noted Sufi who lived in India is said to have been
visited by Khidr. The legend has it that he was recognized as having saintly
qualities at birth and while still an infant, Khidr came to him and “rocked his
cradle” as an indicator of Maneri’s (to be realized) spiritual achievements.®’
Sufi Hasan Khwaja’ (d. 1725) also reported a qualifying event where Khidr
appears to have pointed to him as someone who has reached a high spiri-
tual status.®

Just as Khidr has been used to transform profane space into a sacred
one (this is what Franke’s work tries to show) I argue that the Khidr sym-
bol has also been used to transform individuals—according to Sufis, their
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souls—journeying from the inner darkness of ignorance to attaining knowl-
edge of and proximity with God and thus achieving the station of light. If we
apply this analysis to the story of Khidr, two aspects of Khidr’s presence seem
to converge: a manifestation of God’s mercy (rahmah) and a reflection of
divine light (al-nir). Khidr’s knowledge is primarily esoteric ( i/m al-batin)
and thus his being a conduit to divine knowledge can be viewed as his being
a dispenser of divine light simultaneously, since God in Islam is both the
“source of all knowledge” (Al-‘Alim; Al-Khabir) as well as “source of eso-
teric light” (4/-Nur). Khidr makes divine knowledge manifest for Moses in
the quranic episode and thus he brings him to “light,” as it were, from being in
the “dark” about the true nature of things.® It may be noted that Khidr’s role
as a prophet can be maintained within the classical understanding of quranic
interpretation and other religious literature, while his role as a revealer of
“divine light” is mainly developed and sustained within Sufism. Inasmuch as
Khidr is seen as a repository of divine knowledge and the initiator of those
who seek divine proximity, i.e., those who are on the path, Khidr functions as
an “illuminator” of souls. For knowledge and light are allegories that may be
considered two sides of the same coin. As guardian of the symbolic lamps that
illuminate every corner of the galb (heart) of the seeker, Khidr remains a ser-
vant of God like other human beings. He performs spiritual service for seek-
ers on behalf of God and by the leave of God, as noted by Sufis of all ranks.
Khidr’s “miraculous” actions do not make him divine or semi-divine. His
continued presence as reported by many may be a mystery, but he remains a
mortal. No credible farigah or Sufi order will entertain the idea of collapsing
the divine-human boundary whereby divinity may be attributed to a mortal.
However, stories of boundaries being crossed do exist. In the next chapter
I will focus on folkloristic aspects of the Khidr story where the boundaries
between orthodox renderings of the divine command and its popular mani-
festations and associated practices are not as clearly defined and maintained
as in some of the Sufi-leaning traditions.
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