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Rabi‘a: Her Words 
and Life in ‘A ttars
Memorial of the
Friends of God

(TRANSLATED BY PAUL LOSENSKY 
WITH MICHAEL SELLS)1

Introduction

One day some friends-of-God saw Rabi،a running along with fire 
in one hand and water in the other. “Lady of the next world, where 
are you going and what does this mean.5”

Rabi،a replied: “I am going to burn paradise and douse hell­
fire, so that both veils may be lifted from those on the quest and 
they will become sincere of purpose. God’s servants will learn to 
see him without hope for reward or fear of punishment. As it is 
now, if you took away hope for reward and fear of punishment, 
no one would worship or obey.”2

The most famous Suf woman, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (d. 185/801), also 
known as Rabi‘a of Basra, is mentioned only briefly in the earliest accounts 
of Sufi saints. The fullest account of her life and sayings appears in the 
Persian text Memorial of the Friends of God by the Sufi writerand poet of 
Nishapur, Fafidu d-Dm ‘Attar (d. ca. 627/1230). The Memorial consists of 
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accounts of the lives and sayings of seventy-five Suf masters. Because the 
accounts show a consistent hagiographic framework, and because in the 
case of Rabi‘a we have few other sources against which to measure ‘Attar’s 
accounts of Rabi‘a, the historicity of many Rabi‘a legends, and even of 
Rabi‘a herself, has been an object of scholarly questioning.3 Questions re­
main concerning to what extent ‘Attar’s account refected an already strong 
oral tradition about Rabi‘a, and to what extent her important place in Suf 
understanding is due to ‘Attar’s representation of her. The concern in this 
section, as with the sections on Bistami, Hallaj, and Junayd, is not to try to 
resolve questions of biography and historicity, but to explore the meaning 
of the fgure’s biography and sayings for the Suf tradition.

‘Attar begins with an immediate and dramatic highlighting of the gen­
der issue. Some might ask how a woman could be included in the ranks of 
Suf masters, called, at the time, the “ranks ofmen”(saff rijal) according to 
‘Attar. This question generates responses from a number of historical, so­
cial, and mystical perspectives. ‘Attar appeals to historical precedent: the 
formative role of‘A ’isha, a wife ofthe prophet Muhammad, in later Islamic 
tradition. ‘A ’isha, because of her massive infuence on hadith, was called 
“the author of two thirds of the faith.” He also appeals to the tradition 
according to which Maryam, the mother of ‘Isa (Jesus), will be the frst 
among the “ranks of men ” at the fnal resurrection. He then makes a more 
abstract appeal to the principle that the deity regards only a person’s inner 
intention, not the outward form. He ends with a justif cation based on a 
mystical notion of unity. The qawm (folk, Sufs) are “one, ” and in oneness 
(tawhid), there are no individuals, and thus what room is there for man or 
woman, you and I, just as in prophecy there is no room for class distinctions 
of “noble” and “common. ”

Throughout the discussion of gender, an ironic twist is given to the 
stereotype ofthe “weak woman. ” Rabi‘a refers to herself and is referred to 
as weak-woman (da،lfa). She also is called a “weak pir-zane,” which can be 
translated as a “weak old woman, ” but which also can imply, within the 
contexts set up by the anecdotes, a certain role as master or teacher (the 
Persian plr is the equivalent to the Arabic shaykh). Throughout ‘Attar’s ac­
count, this “weak ” creature is shown commanding and criticizing the lead­
ing secular and religious leaders of her time, referring to the feared angels 
of judgment (Munkir and Nakir who tear the soul from the human and 
throw it to its fate) as “those two young gentlemen, ” and most interestingly, 
criticizing the Almighty itself for sending such angels to ask her about her 
faith. Perhaps most illustrative of the character of this weak creature is the 
story in which three great shaykhs come to visit her. Each is afraid to speak, 
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saying, “You say something” Finally, they do speak, and in typical fashion, 
Rabi‘a exposes and demolishes the spiritual pretensions hidden within 
their words.4

In addition to a play on weakness and strength, the gender issue also 
generates a supple investigation of issues of veiling and unveiling, private 
and public. ‘Attar’s opening chapter on Rabi‘a begins by referring to her, 
among other things, as “veiled by sincerity. ”Her status as a freedwoman, a 
former slave, allows her prerogatives—such as re fusing marriage—unavail­
able to most women. Indeed, in one account, when someone proposes mar­
riage to her, she refers the question to her master, the divine beloved (who 
in this metaphor is figured as masculine), thus sending the issue of gender 
into a wicked spin; to marry her is in some sense to marry her master, be­
cause ofthe implication of mystical union.

A large number of anecdotes consist of verbal jousts among Rabi‘a and 
several famous early Sufs, including Hasan of Basra and Ibrahim Adham. In 
comparison with her, these great men of the age are shown as still held 
down by affectation and egoism.5 Of special interest in these stories is her 
relationship with the deity. Her absolute devotion is often related directly 
to her intimate and unaffected conversations, in which she calls on the deity 
with confidence and even with familiarity. Here Rabfa’s role as a former 
slave, mendicant, and yet personal confidant of the deity bears comparison 
with the biblical Hagar, a slave who was rejected and exiled by Abraham 
after the birth of Isaac, but to whom the deity spoke directly in the desert— 
one ofthe few cases in which the deity directly speaks to human beings in 
the Hebrew Bible.

In one story, when Rabi‘a is lost in the desert, she sends away a group 
of men who offer to help her, and then engages in an intimate dialogue 
with the deity. The more profound dimensions of the private-versus-public 
theme are revealed here. If she is alone in the desert, how does the narrator 
come to know of the conversation? If her telling of the conversation to 
someone else is implicitly assumed, it seems to be in tension with the em­
phasis on the confidentiality of her relationship with the divine. A similar 
tension exists in the earlier story in which her owner sees her entreating 
God one night, with a lamp suspended without a cord above her head, illu­
minating the entire house. Again, a private, intimate moment is made public. 
Once the owner sees this, he calls Rabi‘a in and gives her freedom. Exem­
plifying this contradiction of private made public are the intimate entreaties 
or supplications (munajat) attributed to Rabi‘a, several of which are listed at 
the end of the account.
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The familiarities Rabi‘a takes with the deity are dramatically illustrated 
in the story of the Ka‘ba coming to meet her when she is lost in the desert 
on her way to making the hajj, and her casual statement that she is interested 
in the lord of the Ka‘ba, so what could the Ka‘ba itself have to offer her. At 
one point she says to the deity: “You come to me, right here!”—a highly 
unusual way fora Suf to address the deity. The deity responds by reminding 
her what happened when Musa asked for a vision: One atom ’s worth of 
divine manifestation fell on the mountain and it shattered into forty pieces. 
Here we have a powerful dynamic between the dialogical and the visual. 
Rabi‘a has a very intimate, oral, and aural relationship with the deity through 
her munajat. She speaks at times with utter devotion; at other times with 
surprising casualness—taking literally and to its logical extreme her refer­
ences to the deity and the deity’s references to her as “friend” or “beloved” 
(dost). This intimacy is held in balance with the cosmic sense of awe, evoked 
particularly in the visual imagery of the annihilation of the mountain in the 
Moses-vision story.

The stories revolve around a cluster of basic themes of mystical prac­
tice: tawakkul (the absolute trust-in-God); rida (complete acceptance of the 
lot willed for one by the deity to the point of refusing prayer as petition, 
since one’s own will has been merged with that of the divine will);6 faqr 
(absolute poverty, including—as was seen in the earlier essay by as-Sarraj— 
the paradoxical poverty that is so great one gives up one’s own possession 
of the state ofpoverty itself). The central Islamic doctrine of affirmation of 
unity (tawhld) is given its Suit moral and relational emphasis: Unity for 
Rabi‘a means that there is only one object ofdesire, of in terest, ofconcern— 
the divine beloved—and in such an absolute relational tawhld, Rabi‘a de­
clared even love for Muhammad or hatred for Satan to be distractions. This 
unified center of her being leads to a life of of utter intensity, dramatized 
throughout the anecdotes as a living as if each moment were the last moment 
of her life.

At the center of this cluster ofinterrelated themes is sidq (sincerity). It 
is her sincerity that is the touchstone in Rabi‘a’s encounters with the other 
religious leaders, the buzurgan (great men, important personages) of her 
time. The sincerity is dramatized in the story from the biographer Affaki 
cited above on Rabfa’s announced intent to burn paradise and douse hell­
fire so that no one will serve the deity except out of sincere love, stripped 
of desire for reward and fear ofpunishment. A ttar offers a number ofstories 
with a similar message.
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RABI‘A AL-*ADAWIYA7

1. Veiled with a special veil, veiled with the veil of sincerity, burned up in 
love and longing, enamored of proximity and immolation, lost in love­
union,  deputy of Maryam the pure, accepted among men, Rabi،a ،Ada- 
wlya—the mercy of God Most High upon her.

8

If anyone asks why her memorial is placed among the ranks of men, we 
reply that the chief of the prophets—peace and blessing upon him— 
declares: God does not regard your forms. It is not a matter of form, but of 
right intention. If it is right to derive two-thirds of religion from ،A’isha 
Sadiqah—God be pleased with her—then it is also right to derive benefit 
from one of his maidservants. When a woman is a man on the path of the 
lord Most High, she cannot be called woman.9

2. Thus it is that ،Abbasah Tusi said, “When on the morrow on the plain 
of resurrection they call out, ،O men,’ the first person to step into the ranks 
of men will be Maryam.” When Hasan Basrl would not hold a meeting 
unless a certain person were present, then certainly that person’s memorial 
can be entered in the ranks of men.  Indeed, when it comes to the truth 
\haqiqat], where this folk is, there is no one—all are unity. In unity, how can 
your existence or mine remain, much less “man” or “woman”? As Abu ،All 
Farmadl, God’s mercy upon him, says, “Prophecy is the essence of might 
and sublimity. Noble or common do not enter into it.” Thus, being God’s 
friend is also exactly like this. This is especially so for Rabi،a, who in her 
age had no equal in proper behavior or mystical knowledge. She was es­
teemed by the great people of the age and was a decisive proof for those 
who lived in her time.

10

3. It is related that on the night she was born, there was no lamp in her 
father’s house, nor a drop of oil to anoint her navel, nor so much as a piece 
of cloth to swaddle her in. Her father had three daughters, and Rabi،a was 
the fourth. And so they called her Rabi،a, meaning “the fourth one.”

So his wife said to him, “Go to neighbor so-and-so and ask for a lamp’s 
worth of oil.”

Rabi،a’s father had sworn not to ask any creature for anything. He got 
up, went to that neighbor’s door, and returned, saying, “They were asleep.”

He fell asleep grieving. He saw the Prophet—peace and blessing upon 
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him—in a dream. He said, “Don’t be sad. This daughter is a noble lady who 
will intercede before him for seventy thousand of my community.”11 He 
went on to say, “Go to ،Isa Radan, the emir of Basra, and say, ،This last 
Friday, you forgot how you call upon my blessings a hundred times each 
night and four hundred times on Friday. In atonement, give me four hundred 
gold dinars.’ ”

When he awoke in tears in the morning, Rabi،a’s father wrote this 
dream down on a piece of paper and took it to the palace of ،Isa Radan. He 
gave it to someone to deliver. When the Emir examined it, he commanded 
that ten thousand dirhams be given in alms, in gratitude that the Prophet— 
peace and blessing upon him—had remembered him. And he ordered that 
four hundred dinars be given to Rabi،a’s father and said, “Tell him, ،1 want 
you to come in, so I may pay my respects to you. But I do not consider it 
right that one like you, delivering the message of the Prophet—peace and 
blessing upon him—should come to visit me. I myself will come and sweep 
the dust on your doorstep with my beard. By God, if you ever happen to 
need anything, let me know.’ ”

So RabFa’s father took that gold and spent it.

4. When Rabi،a grew older, her mother and father died. A great famine 
occurred in Basra. The sisters were separated, and Rabi،a fell into the hands 
of a wicked man who sold her for a few dirhams. That master ordered her 
to work long and hard.

One day on the street, she fled from the indignity. She fell and broke 
her hand. She put her face on the ground and said, “I am a stranger without 
mother or father. I am a captive and my hand is broken. None of this saddens 
me. All I need is for you to be pleased with me, to know whether you are 
pleased with me or not.”

She heard a voice say, “Do not be sad. Tomorrow a grandeur will be 
yours such that the closest of the heavenly company will take pride 
in you.”

5. So Rabi،a went to the house. She fasted continuously and prayed all 
night, remaining on her feet until daybreak. One night, her master started 
from sleep. He heard a voice. He looked and saw Rabi،a prostrate in prayer, 
saying, “O my God, you know that the desire of my heart is in accord with 
your command and that the light of my eye is in service to your court. If the 
matter were in my hands, I would not rest a moment from serving you. But 
you have put me in the hands of this creature. Because of this, I came late to 
serve you.”
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Her master looked and saw a lantern hanging suspended over Rabi،a’s 
head without a chain and the whole room filled with light. He arose, saying 
to himself, “She cannot be kept in servitude.” So he said to Rabi،a, “I free 
you. If you wish to stay here, we are entirely at your service. If not, go 
wherever you have a mind to.” Rabi،a asked leave to go, departed, and im­
mersed herself in devotions.

They say she used to perform one thousand rak‘as of prayer a day. 
From time to time, she went to Hasan Basri’s meetings. One group says 
that she fell into being a musician, repented again, and dwelled in a ruin. 
Afterward, she retired to a meditation cell and worshiped there awhile.

6. Later, she resolved to make the hajj and went into the desert. She had a 
donkey upon which she loaded her belongings. But in the middle of the 
desert, it died. The people in the caravan said, “We’ll carry your things.” 
She said, “I have not come this far by putting my trust [tavakkul] in you. Go 
on ahead.”

The caravan departed. Rabi‘a said, “My God, do kings treat a helpless 
woman this way? You invited me to your house, then killed my donkey in 
the middle of the journey, and left me alone in the desert.”

The donkey immediately got up. Rabi،a loaded it and went on. The 
narrator of this report said that sometime later he saw that little donkey 
being sold.

7. While Rabi،a was on her way to Mecca, she was left helpless in the 
desert for several days. She said, “My God, I am sore at heart. Where will I 
go? I am a clod of earth, and that house is a rock. I must have you.”

The real Most High addressed her heart without intermediary: “O 
Rabi،a, you wash in the blood of eighteen thousand worlds. Don’t you see 
that when Moses—peace be upon him—desired a vision, we cast a few 
motes of self-manifestation upon the mountain and it shattered into forty 
pieces!”

8. It is related that she was going to Mecca another time. In the middle of 
the desert, she saw that the Ka،ba had come out to welcome her. Rabi‘a said, 
“I need the lord of the house. What am I to do with the house? Its power 
means nothing to me. What delight is there in the Ka،ba’s beauty? What I 
need to welcome me is the one who said ، Whoever approaches me by a hand's 
span, I will approach by an arm's span'Xi Why should I look at the Ka،ba?”
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9. It is related that Ibrahim Adham—God have mercy upon him—traveled 
fourteen years to reach Mecca. He said, “Others have crossed this desert 
with their feet. I will cross it with my eyes!” He would perform two rak‘as 
of prayer and take one step. When he reached Mecca, he did not see the 
house. He said, “What’s happened? Could something be wrong with 
my eyes?”

A voice said, “There’s nothing wrong with your eyes! The Ka‘ba has 
gone to welcome a weak woman who is on her way here.” Ibrahim roared 
with jealousy, “Who could this be?” As soon as he saw Rabi،a coming, 
walking with a cane, the Ka،ba was back in place.

Ibrahim said, “O Rabi،a, what a commotion and fuss you’ve stirred up 
in the world!”

She said, “It’s you who’ve stirred up this commotion, tarrying for four­
teen years to reach the house!”

Ibrahim said, “Yes, indeed, for fourteen years I traversed the desert in 
prayer [namaz]!”

Rabi،a said, “You traversed it in prayer, I in longing [niyaz].”

10. Then she performed the hajj and wept bitterly, saying, “O my God, 
you promised good things both for performing the hajj and for enduring 
catastrophe. Now, if my hajj is not acceptable, this is a great catastrophe. 
Where is the reward for my catastrophe?”

11. Then she came to Basra, staying until the following year. She said, “If 
last year the Ka،ba came to welcome me, this year I will go to welcome the 
Ka،ba.” ١vVhen the time came, so shaykh Abu،AH Farmadi relates, she set out 
into the desert and crawled for seven years until she arrived at ،Araf at.  A 
voice called out, “O claimant, what quest has led you here? If you want me 
to manifest myself just once, you will melt on the spot!”

13

She said, “O lord of might, Rabi،a does not have the means to attain 
that station. I only wish for a drop of poverty.”

The voice called out, “O Rabi،a, poverty is the drought year of our 
wrath, which we have placed in people’s path. When no more than a hair’s 
width remains before they arrive in the presence of union with us, then the 
matter is turned about and union is changed into separation. You are still 
within the seventy veils of your life. Until you come out from under all of 
these, take a step on our path, and pass these seventy stations, you cannot 
speak of our poverty. If not, behold!”

Rabi،a looked and saw a sea of blood suspended in the air. A voice called 
out, “This is the blood of our lovers who came seeking union with us. They 
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alighted at the first way-station, so no trace or sign of them appears any­
where in the two worlds.”

Rabi،a said, “O lord of power, show me one characteristic of their 
estate.” Immediately they appeared, making apologies to her. A voice spoke, 
“Their first station is to crawl for seven years to come on our path to pay 
homage to a clod of earth. When they near that clod, they themselves cause 
the road to be closed before them.”

Rabi،a was afflicted and said, “O Lord, you do not allow me into your 
house. Nor will you let me stay in my house in Basra. Either leave me in my 
house in Basra, or bring me to your house in Mecca. At first, I did not bow 
to the house—I wanted you. Now I am not even worthy of your house.”13 14

13. It is related that one night she was praying in her cell. She fell asleep.
A reed15 pierced her eye, but in such a way that in her total rapture and
absorption, her utter devotion, she was unaware of it. A thief entered and

She said this and returned. She came back to Basra and retired to a place 
of meditation.

12. It is related that two religious dignitaries came to pay their respects to 
her. They were hungry and said to one another, “We’ll eat any food that 
she brings, for it will be ritually pure [halal].” Rabi،a had two loaves of bread 
and set them before her guests. Suddenly a beggar cried out. Rabi،a took the 
bread from them and gave it to the beggar.

They were dumbfounded, but immediately a serving girl came, carry­
ing an armful of warm bread, and said, “The lady of the house has sent 
these.” Rabi،a counted: There were eighteen loaves. “You’ve made a mis­
take,” she said, “Take them back.”

“There’s no mistake,” the girl said.
“You’ve made a mistake. Take them back.”
She took them back and told the story to her mistress. She added two 

more loaves and sent them back. Rabi،a counted: There were twenty. She 
took them and set them before her guests. They ate them and marveled. So 
they said to her, “What’s the secret behind this?”

She said, “When you came, I knew that you were hungry. I said to 
myself, ،How can I put two loaves before two great men?’ When the beggar 
came, I gave them to him and prayed, saying, ،O my God, you have said, 
“For each thing given, I will return ten-fold.” Certain of this, I have given 
away two loaves to please you, so that you would give back ten-fold.’ When 
she brought eighteen, I knew that there’d been some filching or that they’d 
not been meant for me. I sent them back to make up twenty altogether.” 
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picked up her chadur. As he was about to carry it off, he could not see the 
way. He put it back and realized how to get out. He picked the chadur back 
up and again could not see the way. Seven times this happened. A voice came 
from the corner of the cell: “Man, don’t trouble yourself! For several years 
now, she has entrusted herself to US. Iblis doesn’t have the gall to 
come around her. How could a thief have the gall to come around her 
chadur? Don’t trouble yourself, imposter. If one friend is sleeping, another 
is awake.”

14. It is related that one day, when Rabi،a had not eaten for several days, 
her serving girl was preparing a soup from lard. She needed onions and said, 
“1’11 get some from the neighbors.”

“It’s been forty years,” Rabi،a said, “since I made a covenant with the 
Lord mighty and glorious not to ask for anything from any other than him. 
Say, ،Onions we’11 do without.’ ”

Immediately, a bird swooped down from the sky and dropped several 
onions, already peeled, into her pot. Rabi‘a said, “I’m not safe from being 
tricked.” She gave up the soup and ate plain bread.

1 5. It is related that one day Rabi،a had gone up on a mountain. Wild goats 
and gazelles16 gathered around, gazing upon her. Suddenly, Hasan Basri ap- 
peared. All the animals shied away. When Hasan saw that, he was preplexed 
and said, “Rabi،a, why do they shy away from me when they were so inti- 
mate with you?”

Rabi،a said, “What did you eat today?”
“Soup.”
“You ate their lard. How would they not shy away from you?”

16. It is related that one time Rabi،a happened to pass by Hasan’s house. 
He was sitting on the roof of his meditation cell, weeping so much that 
water was dripping from the rain spouts. Several drops landed on Rabi،a. 
She searched to find out where this water was coming from. When she 
realized what was happening, she said, “Hasan, if this weeping is from the 
foolish whims of the self [nafs], hold back your tears, lest a sea well up 
within you, such a sea that when you seek your heart there, you will not find 
it ،Except before a most powerful king [54:55].’ ”17

1 7. These words were hard for Hasan to take, but he said nothing. One 
day he saw Rabi،a on the banks of the Euphrates. Hasan threw his prayer 
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rug on the water and said, “Rabi،a, come here! Let’s perform two rak‘as of 
prayer.”

Rabi،a said, “Master, if you’re going to display the goods of the af­
terworld in the market of this world, you must do what others of your spe­
cies are incapable of doing.”18

21. It is related that Hasan said to Rabi،a, “Would you like to take a 
husband?”

Then Rabi،a threw her prayer rug into the air and said, “Hasan, come 
here, where you will be hidden from the people’s gaze.”19

Then she wished to win him over again. She said, “Master, what you 
did, a fish can do, and what I did, a fly can do. The real business is be­
yond both.”

18. It is related that Hasan Basri said, “I was with Rabi،a for one full day 
and night. We discussed the way and the truth [tariqat va haqiqat] in such a 
way that the thought ،1 am a man’ never crossed my mind, nor did ،1 am a 
woman’ ever cross hers. In the end when I arose, I considered myself a 
pauper and her a devotee.”

19. It is related that one evening Hasan went with some friends to visit 
Rabi،a. Rabi،a had no lantern, and they needed one. Rabi،a blew on her 
fingertips—they blazed like a lantern until daybreak.

If someone asks, “What was this like?” we answer, “Just like the hand 
of Moses, peace upon him.”20

If they should say, “He was a prophet,” we would respond, “Whoever 
follows a prophet has a portion of those wonders [karamat\. If the prophet 
performs miracles [mu‘jiza\, the friend of God performs wonders by the 
blessings of following the prophet. As the prophet declares, ‘Whoever re­
turns a farthing of what is forbidden has attained a degree of prophecy,’ that 
is, anyone who gives back to the enemy Satan a penny of what is forbidden 
achieves a degree of prophecy.”

He also said, “The true dream is a quarter share of prophecy.”

20. It is related that Rabi،a once sent Hasan three things: a piece of wax, a 
needle, and a hair. She said, “Like the wax, give light to the world as you 
yourself burn. Like the needle, be naked and work continually. When you 
have achieved these two things, be like the hair, so your work will not be 
in vain.” 21
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She said, “The marriage knot can only tie one who exists. Where is 
existence here? I am not my own—I am his and under his command. You 
must ask permission from him.”

“O Rabi،a,” he said, “by what means did you attain this degree?”
“By losing in him everything I’d attained.”
“How do you know him?”
“You know the how. We know the no-how.”21

22. It is related that one day Hasan came to her cell and said, “Say a word 
to me about that knowledge that, untaught and unheard, came down to your 
heart without the intermediary of any creature.”

She said, “I spun some skeins of yarn to sell and earn a bit of food. I 
sold it for two pieces of silver. I took one in one hand and one in the other. 
I was afraid that if I took both in one hand, they would join forces and lead 
me from the path. My victory today was this.”

23. They said to Rabi،a, “Hasan says that if he is deprived of the vision of 
the real for one moment in paradise, he will weep and moan so much that all 
the people of paradise will take pity on him.”

She said, “This is a good thing to say. But if in this world he neglects 
remembering the real for one moment, and the very same anguish and weep­
ing and lamentation appears, then it is a sign that the same thing will happen 
in the afterworld. Otherwise, it will not be so.”

24. They said, “Why don’t you take a husband?”
She said, “I am dismayed with care over three things. If you free me of 

these cares, I’ll take a husband. First, at the moment of death, will my faith 
be sound or not? Second, will they put the book of my deeds in my right 
hand or not?22 Third, which group will I be in on that hour when they lead 
a group to the right to paradise and a group to the left to hell?”

They said, “We don’t know.”
She said, “With such anguish before me, how can I be concerned with 

taking a husband?”

25. They said, “Where do you come from?”
She said, “From that world.”
“Where are you going?”
“To that world.”
“What are you doing in this world?”
“Grieving.”
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“Why؛.”’
“I eat the bread of this world and do the work of that.”
“Such a sweet tongue!” they said. “You are fit to be an abbess.”
“I am abbess of myself. Whatever is within me, I do not bring out. 

Whatever is outside me, I do not let in. If anyone enters and leaves, it has 
nothing to do with me. I watch over my heart, not mud and clay.”

26. They said, “Do you love the presence of majesty?”
She said, “I do.”
They said, “Do you hate Satan?”
She said, “Out of love of the compassionate, I have no occasion for 

hatred toward Satan. I saw the Prophet in a dream. He said, ،Rabi‘a, do you 
love me?’ I said, ،O Prophet of God, who is there that doesn’t love you? But 
love of the real has so pervaded me that there is no place in my heart for love 
or hatred of another.’ ”

27. They asked her about love. She said, “Love came down from eternity 
\azal\ and passed over to eternity [abad]. It found no one in eighteen thou­
sand worlds to take a single drink of it. It arrived at last to the real, and of 
him this expression remains: He loves them and they love him.”

They said, “Do you see the one you worship?”
She said, “If I did not see, I would not worship.”

28. It is related that Rabi،a was always weeping. “Why do you weep so 
much?” they said.

She said, “I’m afraid of being cut off, for I’ve grown accustomed to 
him. No voice must cry out at the moment of death, ،You are not worthy 
of us!’ ”23

29. They asked, “When is a servant of God contented?”
She said, “When he is as thankful for tribulation as he is for bliss.” 
They asked, “If a sinner repents, does he accept him or not?”
She said, “How can he repent, unless the Lord gives him repentance 

and accepts him? Until he gives him repentance, he cannot repent.”

30. She said, “O Sons of Adam, from the eye, there is no way-station to 
the real. From the tongue, there is no path to him. Hearing is the highway 
of complainers. Hand and foot dwell in perplexity. The matter falls to the 
heart. Strive to acquire a wakeful heart. When the heart is awake, it has no 
need for a friend. In other words, the wakeful heart is one that has lost itself 
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in the real. When someone is lost, what is he to do with a friend?، Extinction 
in God [fana ] is here.”

31. She said, ،،Asking for mercy with the tongue is the business of liars.”
She said, “When we repent ourselves, we need the repentance of 

another.”
She said, “If patience were a man, he would be generous.”
She said, “The fruit of gnosis is turning to the mighty and glori­

ous Lord.”
She said, “The gnostic is one who asks the real for a heart. When he 

gives him a heart, he immediately gives it back to the mighty and glorious 
lord, so it will be protected in his grasp and hidden from creatures in 
his veil.”

32. Salih Murri, God’s mercy upon him, often used to say, “Whoever 
knocks at a door will have it opened in the end.”

Once Rabi،a was present. She said, “How long will you say, ،He will 
open it again’? When did he close it that he will open it again?”

Salih said, “Amazing! An ignorant man and a wise weak woman.”

33. One day Rabi،a saw a man saying, “O sorrow!”
She said, “Say it this way: O without sorrow! For if you were sorrowful, 

you wouldn’t have the gall to breathe.”

34. It is related that once someone had tied a bandage on his head. She 
said, “Why have you tied the bandage on your head?”

He said, “My head hurts.”
She said, “How old are you?”
“Thirty.”
“In these thirty years, have you been mostly healthy or sick?”
“Healthy.”
“Have you ever, in these thirty years, tied on the bandage of gratitude? 

Now because you have a single headache, you tie on the bandage of 
complaint.”

35. It is related that she gave someone four dinars, saying “Get a blanket 
for me.”

“Black or white?”
She immediately took back the dinars, threw them in the Tigris, and 
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said, “Because of an unpurchased blanket, division has come into view: 
Must it be black or white.5”

36. It is related that in the springtime she entered a house and did not come 
out. Her serving girl said, “O mistress, come outside and see the effects of 
the creation!”

She said, “You come in for once and see the creator! Witnessing the 
creator has preoccupied me from gazing on the creation.”

37. Once a group came to visit Rabi‘a. They saw her cutting up a piece of 
meat with her teeth. They said, “Don’t you have a knife?”

She said, “For fear of being cut off, I’ve never had a knife.”

38. It is related that once she did not break her fast for seven days and 
nights without sleep. On the eighth night, hunger overcame her. Her soul 
[naff] cried out, “How long will you torment me?” Suddenly, someone 
knocked at the door, bringing a bowl of food. She took it and set it down to 
bring the lantern. The cat came in and spilled the food.

She said, “I will go and bring a jug of water and break my fast.” When 
she left, the lantern went out. When she was about to drink the water, the 
jug fell from her hand and broke. Rabi،a let out a sigh that might have burned 
down the house. She said, “O my God, why is it that you are making me so 
helpless?”

She heard a voice say, “Beware, O Rabi،a! If you wish, I will bestow 
the bliss of the world upon you, but I will remove the grief for me from your 
heart. The bliss of the world and grief for me cannot be joined in one heart. 
O Rabi،a, you desire one thing, and we another. Our desire and yours cannot 
be joined in one heart.”

She said, “When I heard this address, I so detached my heart from the 
world and cut short my hopes that for thirty years now I have performed 
each prayer as though it were my last and I were praying the prayer of 
farewell. I made myself so independent of creatures, so cut off, that when 
day broke, for fear that creatures would preoccupy me, I prayed, ،O Lord, 
so preoccupy me with yourself that no one will preoccupy me from you.’ ”

39. It is related that she lamented continually. People said, “There’s no 
apparent reason for it. What’s the cause of her lament?”

She said, “I have a sickness within my breast that physicians have 
proved unable to cure. The salve for our wound is union with him. I excuse 
myself for this lamentation with the possibility of reaching my goal tomor­
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row in the hereafter. Although I am not among those racked with pain, still 
I liken myself to them. Anything less than this is impossible.”

40. It is related that a group of important people came to Rabi،a. Rabi،a 
asked one of them, “Why do you worship the Lord?”

He said, “The seven levels of hell have a majestic power, and everyone 
must pass through them, distressed by fear and dread.”

Another said, “The degrees of paradise contain an excellent way­
station, wherein much repose is promised.”

Rabi،a said, “It is an evil servant who worships his Lord out of fear or 
out of desire for reward.”

So they said, “Why do you worship the Lord? Have you no desire?” 
She said, ،، ،The neighbor, then the house.’24 Isn’t it everything to me that I 
have been commanded to worship him? If there were no heaven or hell, 
then it wouldn’t be necessary to worship him! Wouldn’t he deserve to be 
worshiped without intermediary?”

41. It is related that an important man came to visit her. He saw her clothes 
in tatters. He said, “There are many people who would look after you if you 
would just give the word.”

Rabi،a said, “I am ashamed to ask for things of this world from someone 
who has them on loan.”

That important man said, “Behold the lofty aspiration of this weak 
woman! He has brought her to such a height that she refuses to occupy her 
time with making requests.”

42. It is related that a group came to Rabi،a to put her to the test. They 
said, “All the virtues have been dispersed among men. The crown of nobility 
[muruvuat] has been placed upon the heads of men, and the belt of magna­
nimity has been tied around their waists. Prophecy has never descended 
upon any woman. What can you boast of?”

Rabi،a said, “Everything you said is true. But egoism, egotism, self­
worship, and (79:24) ،1 am your highest lord’ have not welled up in any 
woman.25 And no woman has ever been a pederast.”

43. It is related that one day Rabi،a fell ill. She was asked about the cause 
of her illness. She said, ،،I looked into the garden, and my Lord reproved 
me. An inclination for paradise appeared on the horizon of my heart, and 
the friend punished me. This illness is because of that.”
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44. Hasan Basri visited her in her sickness. He said, “I saw a rich gentle­
man of Basra with a pouch of gold sitting and weeping on the doorstep of 
her cell. I said, ،Why are you weeping?’ He said, ،Because of this devoted 
ascetic, dear to our age. Without her blessing, humankind will perish. I’ve 
brought something to take care of her, but I’m afraid she won’t accept it. 
Intercede for me, and perhaps she will.’ ”

Hasan said, “I entered and delivered the message. Rabi،a looked at me 
from the corner of her eye and said, ،If he provides for someone who insults 
him, will he withhold daily bread from one whose soul seethes with love for 
him?26 As long as I’ve known him, I’ve turned my back on created things. 
How can I accept someone’s money, not knowing whether it’s lawful or 
not? Once I sewed up my torn shirt by the light of the Sultan’s lantern. A 
turn of fate had sealed my heart. Until I tore it up again, my heart was not 
opened. Beg my pardon from the gentleman, so he won’t put my heart in 
bondage.’ ”

45. ،Abd al-Wahid ibn ،Amir says, “With Sufyan Thawri, we paid a sick- 
call on Rabi،a. We couldn’t speak for awe of her. They said to Sufyan, ،Say 
something.’ He said, ،O Rabi،a, pray, so the real Most High will ease your 
pain.’ Rabi،a said, ،O Sufyan, don’t you know that the real Most High has 
willed my pain?’ He said, ،Yes.’ She said, ،You know this and still you tell 
me to request what is at odds with his will. It is not proper to be at odds with 
the friend.’

“Then Sufyan said, ،Rabi،a, is there something you desire?’ She said, 
،Sufyan, you are a man of the people of knowledge. How can you talk this 
way? By the majesty of the Lord, for twelve years I have desired fresh dates, 
and you know there’s no shortage of fresh dates in Basra. I still haven’t eaten 
any. I am a servant, and what business does a servant have with desire? If I 
wish for something and my Lord does not, this is infidelity.’

“Then Sufyan said, ،1 can say nothing with regard to your situation. 
Say something with regard to mine.’ She said, ،You are a good man, but isn’t 
it the case that you love this world?’ He said, ،How so?’ She said, ،By reciting 
hadiths' meaning that this too is a sort of pomp. Sufyan said, ،1 have been 
lax.’ I, ،Abd al-Wahid ibn،Amir, said, ،O Lord, be pleased with me!’ Rabi،a 
said, ،Aren’t you ashamed to seek the good pleasure of someone with whom 
you are not pleased?’ ”

46. Malik Dinar said, “I went to visit Rabi،a. I saw she had a broken 
pitcher that she used for ablutions and drinking water. Her reed mat was old 
and worn, and she had a brick to rest her head on. This hurt me to the core, 
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and I said, ،Rabi،a, I have wealthy friends. If you permit, I’ll ask them for 
something for you.’

،،She said, ،You’ve made an error. Do not I and they have the same 
provider?’

“I said, ،Of course.’
“She said, ،Has he forgotten the poor \darvishan] because of their pov­

erty? Does he aid the wealthy because of their wealth?’
“I said, ،No.’
“She said, ،Since he knows my condition, why should I remind him? 

He wills it so. We in turn will whatever he wills.’ ”

47. It is related that Hasan Basrl, Malik Dinar, and Shaqiq Balkhi, God 
Most High have mercy upon them, went to visit Rabi،a, God have mercy 
upon her. The conversation turned to the question of sincerity. Hasan said, 
“No one is sincere in his claim who is not patient under the blows of his 
master.”

Rabi،a said, “This talk stinks of egoism.”
Shaqiq said, “No one is sincere in his claim who is not grateful for the 

blows of his master.”
Rabi،a said, “We need something better than this.”
Malik Dinar said, “No one is sincere in his claim who does not delight 

in the blows of his master.”
Rabi،a said, “We need something better than this.”
They said, “Now you speak.”
Rabi،a said, “No one is sincere in his claim who does not forget the 

wound of the blow in the vision of his master. There’s nothing strange in 
this. The women of Egypt did not perceive the wound of the blow while 
they viewed Joseph, peace be upon him. Why should it be strange if some­
one is like this while viewing the creator?”

48. It is related that one of the religious dignitaries of Basra came to visit 
Rabi،a, sat at her bedside, and began condemning the world. Rabi،a said, 
“You love the world dearly. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t remember it so 
much. The buyer’s the one who disparages the goods. Were you free of the 
world, you’d not remember it for good or ill. You’ll recall that ،whoever 
loves a thing, remembers it all the more.’ ”27

49. It is related that Hasan said, “I was with Rabi،a at the afternoon prayer. 
She was about to cook something. The meat was in the pot when we started 
talking. She said, ،This talk is better than putting the pot on to cook.’ She 
left the pot as it was while we performed the evening prayer. She brought 
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dry bread and a jug of water so we could break our fast. She went over to 
the pot to pick it up. The pot was boiling through the power of the real 
Most High. Then she poured the food in a bowl, brought it over, and we ate 
some of the meat. It was a dish the likes of which we had never tasted. She 
said, ،Such a dish agrees with someone who’s risen from prayer.’ ”

50. Sufyan Thawri said, “One night I was with Rabi،a. She went to the 
mihrab and prayed until daybreak. I was praying in the other corner. At 
dawn she said, ،In thanks for our success, today we will fast.’ ”

She has the following devotional prayers.

The Devotions of Rabi،a Adawiya

51. “O Lord, if you send me to hell on the morrow of the resurrection, I 
will reveal a secret such that hell will flee from me, not to return for a 
thousand years.”

52. “O my God, whatever share of this world you have given me, give it 
to your enemies, and whatever share of the next world you have given me, 
give it to your friends. You are enough for us.”

53. “O Lord, if I worship you out of fear of hell, burn me in hell. If I 
worship you in the hope of paradise, forbid it to me. And if I worship you 
for your own sake, do not deprive me of your eternal beauty.”

54. “O Lord, if tomorrow you put me in hell, I will cry out, ،You have 
befriended me. Is this how one treats friends?’ ” A voice called out, “Rabi،a, 
do not think ill of us. Be assured that we will bring you into the circle of our 
friends, so you may converse with us.”

55. “O my God, my work and my desire, in all this world, is recollection 
of you and in the afterworld, meeting with you. This is what is mine—you 
do as you will.”

56. And nightly she would say, “O Lord, make my heart present or accept 
my prayers without my heart.”

57. When her death approached, important people were at her bedside. 
She said, “For the sake of God’s prophets, arise and leave the room.” They 
arose, went out, and closed the door. They heard a voice (89:27-29): “O 
soul now in peace, return to your Lord, well pleased and well pleasing.”28
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Some time passed, and no voice was heard. When they entered, she had 
died. The religious dignitaries said, “Rabi،a came to this world and left for 
the afterworld, never having been arrogant with the real Most High, never 
wanting anything, never saying, ،Make me thus’ or ،Do such-and-such.’ ”

58. It is related that she was seen in a dream. She was asked, “Tell us about 
Munkir and Nakir.”29

She said, “When those young gentlemen came to me and said, ،Who is 
your Lord?’ I said, ،Go back to the real and say, “Out of so many thousand 
creatures, you didn’t forget an old woman? Out of all the world, I have only 
you. Do I ever forget you, so that you need to send someone to ask, ،Who 
is your Lord?’ ”

59. It is related that Muhammad ibn Aslam TusI and Na،im TarsusI, God’s 
mercy on them both, who gave water to thirty thousand people in the desert, 
were both present at Rabi،a’s grave. They said, “You—who boasted that 
you would not bow your head to anyone in the two worlds—what state have 
you attained?”

A voice replied, “May what I have seen be to my good health!”
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