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Abstract

This article explores the Qur’anic hermeneutics of Shaykh Al-‘Alawi,
focusing on his interpretation of the degrees of understanding within the
Qur’an. The study employs a qualitative content analysis approach, grounded
in hermeneutic theory, to uncover how Shaykh Al-AlawT’s esoteric exegesis
reveals deeper spiritual meanings of the Qur’an beyond the exoteric level.
Through the examination of key verses and ahadith, this article illustrates the
validity and necessity of esoteric exegesis (ta ‘wil) in Islamic scholarship. The
conclusion affirms that Shaykh Al-*Alaw1’s contributions to tafsir, rooted in
Sufi thought, emphasize the importance of inner reflection for achieving a
complete understanding of the Qur’anic message. This article recommends
that future studies further explore the application of hermeneutics in
contemporary Qur anic interpretation.
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1. Introduction

Shaykh Ahmad Mustafa Al-*Alawi’s (d. 1934 CE) hermeneutic included
the inherent need for a new horizon to discover and reveal the deeper, inner
meanings of the Qur’an at its highest symbolic spiritual significance,
breathing new life into the understanding of esoteric exegesis (Al-"Alawi,
1995). The main thrust of his exegesis can be understood as bringing out
the extra dimensions of Islam in greater depth and height, which can
only be revealed through the magam (station) of al-ihsan (beautification,
excellence, perfection, etc.). He argues that the Qur’an has degrees
of understanding and should not just be understood and interpreted on
one level, stating that there is always more to uncover for those seeking
spiritual elevation (Al-"Alawi, 2014).

Shaykh Al-‘Alaw1 mentions one of the hermeneutic principles on tafsir
in his book al-Bahr al-Masjir (The Swelling Sea) (Al-*Alawi, 1995). He
begins by saying that “the Qur’an has many facets and its wonders will
never cease so that the understanding of the former generation cannot
preclude the understanding of the latter” (Williams, 2014, pp. ix-x). In
his explanation of this principle, he adds:

...that which brings joy to the inner and outer vision, and
that which has astounded the intellects and captivated
the minds, is the Book of Allah the Almighty and oft-
forgiving. It will continue to remain a ripe garden and an
all-encompassing forest, to the extent that the one who
interprets it would almost be adding to it were it not
that, “No falsehood can approach it from any angle. (Al-
‘Alawt, 1995, p. 30)

It is fresh and new in every age and is the same now as it ever was. Allah
said, and He continues to say: “Will they not ponder and contemplate on
this Qur’an 7’ (Qur’an 4:82).

It is stated in a hadith, [«8lae =85 Y O3 |;“The marvels of the Qur’an
will never cease, and it has many dimensions”. On the authority of Abu
Darda (may Allah be pleased with him), who says about the Qur an:
“You will never comprehend all its meanings until you see the Qur’an as
having many facets”. This is reiterated in a fadith from Shaddai ibn
Uwais and mentioned by Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (al-Suyiitt, 1988).
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What aids this hadith is the saying of the Prophet, “Verily the Qur’an has
an outward (zahir), an inward (batin), a boundary (fadd) and a horizon
(matla”). This is also mentioned in the Crown of Exegesis (Al-'Alawi,
1995). Based on this, one should not be quick to disqualify what those
with knowledge of Allah say about the Book of Allah. Even if it is not
fully understood by our intellect, we should deem it as one of the four
facets.

From a Sufi point of view, providing literal accounts and lexical meanings
and background of verses in the Qur’an might be fruitful to the masses,
but it does not satisfy the elite’. Most people are attached to the mere
form of things, and not what they hold on to the inside. A major difference
between the two dimensions, the law (shart ‘ah) and the path (tariga) in
Islam lies in the deeper comprehension of the spiritual content of the
revelation, of which the Sufis have always been aware (Lings, 1975).
In reality, both exoteric and esoteric approaches to Qur’anic exegesis
(“interpretation of the Qur’an”) should be seen as equally valid and
applicable (Calder, 1993). However, it is in the exploration of the latter
approach that Muslims are able to gain access to what may be termed the
Divine secrets (Al-Ghazalt, 1983).

Jalal al-Dn Rum1 (d. 1273 CE) compared the Qur’an to a beautiful bride;
you cannot cast her veil aside and see the beauty of her face without

intimacy, without knowing her well—not just anyone can pull that veil
aside (Eaton, 1983: p.80).

In al-Minah al-Quddisiya’,-Shaykh Al-‘Alawi states that: Allah has
entrusted the zahir) of the Qur’an to those scholars who have mastered
its outside, just as He also entrusted its batin to those [gnostics] endowed
with spiritual knowledge to comprehend its inner meaning (Al-"Alawi,
n.d.). He describes the knowledge of the latter as the contemplative vision

of the heart (basirah) (Al-*Alawi, n.d.).?

This knowledge is the fruit of direct vision (‘ayan) and unveiling
(mukdashfa), not proofs (dalil) and arguments (burhan).

96

The “elite” here specifically implies those who pursue ma'rifa (gnosis) through inner purification and experiential
knowledge of the Divine.

Al-Minah al-Quddiisiya is a book in which Shaykh al Al-‘AlawT presents a purely mystical interpretation of both
the doctrine and the rites.

Basirah refers to the inner eye of the spiritual heart whereas basar refers to the external vision of the physical eye
and both expressions are found in the
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[Aaladl J sl e & o e + By ple Jaill o) 5 (0 28] “And beyond the text
lies a knowledge + too subtle for most sound minds to comprehend”’(Ibn
al-Farid ,1998)

What should also be borne in mind is that there have always been in
this world individuals for whom the ordinary interpretations of religion,
in its dogmatic and formal appearance, do not sufficiently satisfy their
intellectual and spiritual aspirations. They sense the compression of
forms, religious or otherwise, and seek that which is beyond form, not
because they are arrogant or unsatisfied with posthumous salvation, but
because the spirit moves them to search for liberation.

It is to these people that the Shaykh Al-"Alawi addresses himself.
When they take up the fariga, such people find that religious forms
themselves, far from being obstacles, help them towards their goal, which
is the unveiling of the heart. The shari’‘ah has in view the posthumous
salvation of the individual, while the fariga has in view the liberation
of the individual in this life through gnosis (ma‘rifa). From the moment
that the two facets of Islam, the exoteric and esoteric, separated in the
early period of Islamic history, each took on its own teachers, methods,
terminology, and perspectives. While there have been inevitable conflicts
because of the incomprehensibility of esoteric Islam, there have always
been reconciliations. There have even been many pious authorities of
shart ‘ah (fugaha; sing. fagih) who have recognized, and still do, the
integrity and independence of the masters of the fariga. The law concerns
the majority of Muslims, whereas the tiriig (sing. tariga) are a limited
group; but this does not mean that the tariga as such excludes the law. On
the contrary, without the shari ‘ah there is no fariga, as the greatest Sufis
themselves would say (Danner & MclIntosh, 1978: 13).

One of the objectives of this study is to prove the validity of the existence
of esoteric exegesis and why it is needed. This article also intends to
offer proof of this by examining key verses in the Qur’an and Sunnah,
showing that the exoteric form of the former includes an inner dimension.
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2.

Theoretical Framework

This study adopts the hermeneutical approach which focuses on the
esoteric interpretation (ta ‘wil) of the Qur’an as explored by Shaykh Al-
‘Alawi. Through textual analysis of key Qur’anic verses and hadith,
the study seeks to illustrate the multi-layered meanings of the Qur’an,
emphasizing the spiritual and symbolic dimensions inherent in the text. It
draws on Sufi principles and frameworks of understanding, particularly
the role of ‘iksan in accessing deeper meanings within the Qur’an._

The teachings of Shaykh Al-*Alawr stress the threefold nature of religion
(din) as mentioned in the famous Hadith Jibril®, which reveals that the
din of Islam in its totality consists of Islam, 7man and ’ihsan.*

Islam is represented by one’s inner and outer submission to shari ‘ah,
and al tman al-haqq(true faith), and the perfection of this faith is ‘iksan,
(the excellence of worshipping Allah).> He authored works in each of
these mainstays of the religion. However, his most important legacy is
the spiritual path he founded, which emphasized knowledge of Allah
(ma ‘rifa) and the invocation (dhikr) of the Supreme Name of Allah.

When speaking about ‘i/san, the Shaykh gives a concise and apt explanation:

‘Thsan is the finality of what precedes it, that is to say,
the finality of submission (Islam) and the finality of faith
("tman). Therefore, is it named excellence (‘iksan) in the
sense of perfecting a thing, or being an adept at it, and
whosoever has no foothold in the station of ‘iisan, his
submission unto Allah comes short of the measure. (Al-
‘Alawt, n.d.: p. 79)

It could be said that ‘iksan in reality is the essence of Islam, they are
essentially one; like the butter that is hidden in the milk, which only after
the churning of the milk will the butter appear. One can also not arrive at
‘ihsan without first passing through the doors of 7man and Islam.

According to Shaykh Al-‘Alawt, (Al-"Alawi, 1995, p. 18) , the esoteric
implication of the verse in the Qur’an : [\ sl (s« <) 153 5] “And enter
your houses through the doors” (Qur’an 2:p189) alludes to first

4
5

98

Sahih al-Bukhari, narrated from Umar bin Khattab.
Narrated from Umar al-Khattab in the Sahih of Muslim, hadith no. 54.
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comprehending the literal meaning of the Qur’an, which represents the
level of shar’a, thus making it clear that there can be no esoteric without
the exoteric. The literal meaning of the text is like a body to the soul or a
protective container for precious content; it is by virtue of this
correspondence between the two interpretations, (ta ‘wil) may occur.

Al-Ghazalt (1983) outlines in one of his hermencutical rules that the
literal meaning of the text should not be held separate from its hidden
meaning. He says in Jewels of the Qur’an :

Then, know that the realities we hinted at have secrets and
jewels; [but also] they have seashells, and the shell is that
which appears first. Some people who reach the seashells
know [only] these, while others break the shells and carefully
examine the pearls [inside them]. (Al-Ghazali, 1983, p.71)

Apart from seeing the Qur’an through the eyes of Islam, 7man and
‘ihsan, the central theme of Shaykh al-‘AlawT’s tafsir is also strongly
based on the hadith:[\las s s 5 Ukl s sl o 3l ) |Verily the Qur'an has
an outward, an inward, a boundary and a horizon (Al-Ghazali, 1983,
p.107) .This esoteric outlook of the Shaykh has clearly influenced his
tafsir and his contribution to the genre in a positive way.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative hermeneutic approach to explore the
deeper layers of Qur’anic interpretation, focusing on the teachings
of Shaykh Ahmad Mustafa al-‘Alawi. It aims to demonstrate how his
hermeneutics unveil the degrees of understanding within the Qur’an
, particularly highlighting its symbolic and esoteric meanings. The
research involves content analysis of primary Islamic sources, such as
the Qur’an and the hadith, with a focus on key verses that Al-‘Alaw1
interpreted in his works. These texts are contextualized within his broader
Sufi exegesis, emphasizing both the exoteric (zahir) and esoteric (batin)
dimensions of the Qur’an. Central to this analysis is Al-Alawt’s focus
on the magam of ihsan (excellence in worship), as detailed in his work
Al-Bahr al-Masjar (Al-"Alawi,1995). The study also critically engages
with esoteric interpretation (fa ‘wil) to illustrate how it complements the
exoteric approach, offering a multi-layered understanding of the Qur’an .
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4.

100

Discussion

In his introduction to his main work of tafsir, The Swelling Sea, Al-
‘Alawt (1995) arranged this work into four facets, or four different levels
of interpretation. The first is the exegesis (tafsir), or the general meaning
of the Book of Allah. The second is extrapolation (istimbat) where he
mentions any rulings (ahkam) that might be derived from the Qur’an ,
which are on a deeper level. Thirdly, he provides an allegory (isharat)
according to the language of the people of Allah (ahl Allah); and finally,
on an even deeper esoteric level, is what he refers to as the tongue of the
spirit).

[ ol JS ole 8] ‘And each group of people knew their drinking
place’(Qur’an 2:60).

The exegesis of Shaykh Al-‘Alawi is certainly deserving of more
prominence in the growing field of historical studies on fafsir literature.
Shaykh al-‘Alawi was a twentieth-century scholar who underwent a
traditional system of education and was deeply rooted in the milieu of
Algerian Maliki-Ash’art Sufi Islam. In the context of the history of tafsir,
the Shaykh’s exegesis is a very interesting work that breaks the artificial
distinction between “classical” or “traditional”, and “modern” tafsir. The
Shaykh’s doctrinal background was exclusively in classical/traditional Sufi
literature (Hendricks, 2018: p.11).

The Shaykh was traditional in the true sense of the word when speaking
about Qur’anic exegesis. He relied primarily on the traditions (ahadith)
of the Prophet (SAW). He has also indicated that every generation will
receive their own understanding of the Qur’an; he clarified how its
message relates differently to every generation of the ummah. The Shaykh
clarifies this hermeneutic principle in his statement: “The proponents of
the truth exist in every age”. According to this principle, he writes:Ibn
‘Abd al-Barrand other eminent scholars have said when relating the words
of their predecessors, “There is no statement more harmful to knowledge,
scholars, and students than the claim of the one who says that the scholars
of old (al-mutaqaddimin) have not left anything to be said by those who
came after them (al-muta akhirin). (Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr & Mahmiid, 1975)

Indeed, this is so, since such a statement would be to deny all the generous
souls and great men and women of sound intellect. Allah suffices us and
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7

He is our best Guardian. Yet, the one who makes or believes such a claim
has no basis for it other than a poor opinion of the remaining righteous
believers (al-bagiyat al-salihat)®. According to the Shaykh, because of
this:

I searched the traditions (ahadith) for something more
worthy of consideration. Far be it from Allah to leave the
community (ummah) of His beloved Prophet wandering
in bewilderment; it remains a community which upholds
the truth and does justice in its light and judges by it.If we
could only maintain a good opinion of the community of
Prophet Muhammad (SAW), this would be sufficient to
prove this point, especially given that there are authentic
narrations to support it as follows: Abu Umar reported on
the authority of Abu Uthman al-Khulani that the Prophet
said, ‘Allah will continue to plant seeds in this religion
and use them in His service.” I say that He would not
plant a seed except for the useful wisdom and benefit that
comes from it. (Ibn “Abd al-Barr & Mahmud, 1975)

Suytiti (1988) quotes the following hadith in his al-Jami’ al-Saghir,

[4 4) aaay (e di &l IS (w5 e Juy &) )] “Allah will send to this
community at the beginning of every hundred years, someone to renew
its religion for it.’”-This renewer (mujaddid) is not someone who follows
the opinions of others, but rather takes directly from the Book of Allah
and the Sunnah of His Messenger without any intermediaries; and he
only makes use of what serves to renew the faith. The reader will not fail
to observe the ambiguity of the language of the hadith, and how this
individual could be one or many people.

Suytt (1988) in al-Jami’ al-Saghir relates the following hadith, ‘Every
generation of my community will have its foremost (mugarrabiin).” And
also:

peia ila Lo ()5 el a5 (O s pgd an Sl JAIA i S Caml e Y 143 (]
oAl s ) Jaid V) s

The good deeds that endure forever.
Narrated by Abu Huraira and is sound

IPSA Journal of Islamic and Arabic Studies 101



AL-WASATIYYAH Volume No. 3 Issue No. 3 November 2024

The earth will never be void of forty men like the Friend of the Merciful
(khalil al-Rahman). By their means will you be given rain, and by their
means will you be given aid. When one of them dies, Allah substitutes
another in his stead.

In general, by researching the traditions on this matter one cannot fail
to find something in the community of Muhammad to please him. The
Prophet said:

My community is like a garden tended by its owner; he
weeds it, keeps its rows clear and straight, and prunes it,
so that it becomes more fruitful with each passing year. It
maybe that the last fruit it gives has the finest bunches and
the longest stalks. By Him Who sent me with the truth, the
son of Mary will surely find worthy replacements for his
disciples amongst my community. (Ibn Taymiyya, n.d., p.
306)

This is related in al-Mabahith al-Asliyyah.The Prophet (SAW) also said:
“My community is a blessed community: no one knows if the first part
or the last part is better... My community is like rain, it is not known
whether the first part or the last part of it is more beneficial.” (Al-*Alawr,
1995, p. 15)

Al-TabarT narrates on the authority of Ibn Abbas that the Messenger of Allah
said:

O, how I wish I could meet my brothers! The Companions
said, “O Messenger of Allah, are we not your brothers?”
He said, “Of course, but they are a people that will come
after you, they will have faith like your faith, and they
will believe in me like you believe in me and assist me as
you assist me. Oh, if only I could meet my brothers!® (Al-
‘Alawt, 1995: p.15)

It is related in another hadith that Abu Jum’ah al-Ansari said:

I said, “O Messenger of Allah, will there ever be any people
more greatly rewarded than us, since we believe you and

8
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Narrated Anas Ibn Malik, in ‘Musnad of Ahmad Ibn Hambal, hadith no.32.
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follow you?” He said, “And what stops you from doing
so when the Messenger of Allah is amongst you, bringing
you revelation directly from Heaven? But there will come a
people after you who will receive the Book of Allah between
two covers and they will believe in it and act upon it. Their
reward shall be greater than yours. (Al-‘Alawi, 1995: p.15)

Now this does not mean (says the Shaykh) that the latter generations are
superior to, or equal to the former generation who migrated, I would not
say this. What I am saying, just as only a fool or a deluded person would
deny the virtue of the early generations, likewise, only a wretched and
intellectually bankrupt person would deny that this virtue still exists. Yet
often it’s not that such ignorant people deny its existence, but that they
deny even having experienced it, since they are incapable of recognizing
it in anyone. What is good in the present is often veiled by dreams from
the past. Perhaps the reader might not deny that this virtue still endures
but doubts that we are worthy of it. In that case, this book of mine might
be of use to those who will come later, even if it does not please my
contemporaries. (Al-‘Alawi, 1995:p.15)

Say: I ask of you no payment for it, nor am I a pretender;
(Qur’an 38:86)

And you will come to know the truth about it in
time;(Qur 'an 38:88)

And the best end will be for the reverent.(Qur ’an 7:28)

In support of his hermeneutic approach to tafsir, the Shaykh mentions a
verse in the Qur’an that alludes to three distinct types of worshippers
whom Allah has made the inheritors of [Lale (e Luilaal Gl QUSH U ) of o3
[l Bils agie 5 ualiia agia g 4ndil allls agiad

And We have bestowed this divine Book as an inheritance
to such of Our servants whom We have chosen [meaning
for Islam]. Amongst them are those who have wronged
their souls, and amongst them are those who follow a
middle course, and amongst them are some who are
foremost in the exalted ranks of virtue by the permission
of Allah. (Qur’an 12:76)
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All three categories mentioned in the above verse are amongst the
safeguarded servants of Allah; however, their spiritual statuses and levels
of worship are in degrees, which can be categorized into Islam, ‘7man
and ‘ihsan.

The Shaykh gives a beautiful commentary on this verse. He says:

As for the people of the first level, they are the Muslims
in general who are safeguarded and protected from kufi
and shirk through Allah’s guidance. (And the phrase
(zalimun i nafsihi) brings to mind the sadith in which the
Prophet says: [|sslai of Ji oSudil | suls] “Take account of
yourselves (nafs) before account will be taken of you,”
and we can compare muhdsaba (self-reckoning) to the
level of Islam. (Al-Alawi,1989: 66).

As for the people of the second level, they are the elect (khass) and are
protected from major and minor sins through their state of vigilance
of Allah’s witnessing over them (murdagaba). Murdqaba is the level of
‘iman.

As for the people of the third level, they are the elect of the elect (khass
al-khass) of the ummah of Muhammad — the foremost (as-sabigiin), they
are safeguarded from the dangers of forgetfulness (ghaflah), this is the
level of witnessing (mushahada), for their hearts remain continuously
oriented towards the Beloved, and they consider ghaflah as a major sin,
except if distraction were to overtake them by error. The verse refers to
them as as-sabiqgin bil khairat. The sabigiin are also referred to in the
Qur’an as the near ones, closest to their Lord (al-muqarrabiin).

It is worth mentioning that within the Islamic ternary, the degrees of
certitude (yagin), alluded to in the Qur’an , can also be compared to
Islam, 7man and ‘ihsan:

‘ilmul-yaqin, - knowledge of certitude,

‘aynul-yaqin — vision of certitude;

haqqul-yagin — truth of certitude.
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The essence of belief and worship, according to the Qur’an is as a result
of yagin. [ by s @by xels] “And worship your Lord until the
certitude has come to you” (Qur’an 15:99).

Most people fall into one of these three categories according to their ability
and capacity when it comes to worshipping Allah and understanding His
message. However, the general people (‘umiim) do not have the capacity
to endure the understanding of the elect (khawdss), and the proof is that
the Prophet Muhammad (SAW) used to speak to people according to the
level of their intellect. This was a quality which distinguished the Prophet
(SAW) from those prophets who came before him. This is alluded to in
the verse:

[Oiagall dalia midl 5] And (O Muhammad) lower your wings unto the
believers” (Qur’an 15:88) .The pigeon cannot fly with the eagle, so the
eagle has to come down to the level of the pigeon.

For example, in the case of Nabi Isa (AS), many of his words and sayings
were expressed on one level, which in most cases required explanations to
the point where his disciples were unable to analyze or unravel his
expressions until he himself explained it to them. Those who took these
expressions in their literal sense and did not bother to search for the inner
meaning would use them as proof of his divinity. However, in the case of
Muhammad (SAW), he never compelled his companions to analyze what
was difficult to understand, because human intellects are at different levels.
Muhammad (SAW) was careful not to divulge anything regarding the
secrets and deeper meanings of things, except among those who were
worthy of understanding and of receiving such insights. All of this he did in
spite of the fact that he possessed [»<!) a«! sa],the ability to be concise and
convey many meanings in a few words. Whilst Nabi Tsa (AS) and the
prophets before him were sent to specific people at specific times, Prophet
Muhammad (SAW) was sent with the universal message of rahmatan
lil ‘alamin. The Prophet (SAW) never revealed anything which might cause
confusion in the minds of humankind, or what may have seemed far-fetched
to certain intellects. One of his companions once asked him, “Do I speak
and relate everything I hear from you O Messenger of Allah?” To which the
Prophet (SAW) replied, “Yes, except those words which are beyond the
minds of the common people, lest it becomes a fitna for some of them”.
And For this reason, whatever was far-fetched for certain intellects would
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not emanate from the companions, with the exception of the senior men
among them who took the prudent advice of the Prophet: “Kallim annds
ala gadri ‘uqulihim” (Speak to people according to their intellects).(Al-
Bukhari, n.d.).This is the same advice which the Gnostics have followed.

From a purely syntactic perspective, the Shaykh demonstrates how the
pearls of the Qur’an can be discovered through the Arabic language
itself.

[stia3 aS1ad Ly ye Ul 36l 351 UI] “Indeed, We have revealed it [the Qur’an] as
a discourse in the Arabic language so that you might encompass it with
your intellect”(Qur’an 12: 2).

Shaykh al-‘Alaw1 interprets a much-debated verse on gadr (divine
decree) and divine action from a linguistic perspective, presenting four
different grammatical approaches. This analysis aligns with the Ash arite
view-the main theological school of Sunni Islam-that Allah creates
human actions. Simultaneously, it supports the doctrine of “pure
tawhid” , [o=><l) aa silllencapsulated in the phrase “la fa ‘ila illa Allah”
(there is no doer [in reality] but Allah) (Al-*Alaw1,1995).

It is the verse that says: “Allah created you and your deeds”(Qur’an 37:
96) [Oslent Le 5 oSala Al 5]

1 -The particle & in the above verse could be translated first as 4 sa s
(relative pronoun — ‘that”); “Allah created you and that which you do.”

2 - can also be considered an #iisl (interrogative), meaning, “Allah
created you, and what do you do?’

3L- can have the meaning of % (negative particle) “Allah created you
and you do nothing”!

4-L could also be a 4 2=« (objective noun) “Allah created you and your
deeds”(‘amalakum). However, all four approaches point to one esoteric
reality, and that is [ ¥} Jdel& ¥]; “There is no doer but Allah.”(Qur’an
37:96)

4.2 Shaykh al-"AlawT’s Insights on Varied Perceptions of Hadith
Another approach to the ternary expression of Islam, 7man , and ‘ihsan
is the Shaykh’s interpretation of a particular sadith when asked about its

meaning. The Shaykh proposes an esoteric exegesis of the Qur 'an as part
of this interpretation. It should be noted that the hermeneutical approach
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here is esoteric and not philosophical. He was asked to interpret a hadith
describing the spiritual state of the worshipper during ritual prayer
(salah). The hadith says: [Wwas Juai ol Sl £ 50 830 Jua] (salli saldh tal-
muwaddi’); “When you pray make your prayer a farewell prayer as if
there is no prayer after that.”(Al-Tabarani, 2009: p.155).

The Shaykh answered:“People are inthree categories in theirunderstanding
of Allah and to each one is allotted their portion. The general people
(umizm) do not have the capacity to endure the understanding of the elect
(khusiis).” (Al-"Alawi, 1995, p.15)

He then mentioned the verse:[¢Li (e Gl j2 ad i adle ole (3 IS 34 5]; “We
raise to (high) degrees (of knowledge) whomever We will - but above
everyone who is endowed with knowledge there is One who knows all”.
(Qur’an 12:76)

The immediate meaning of the /adith which is most commonly understood
was not the intention of the questioner, but rather, he wanted to know the
special understanding of the Gnostics on this hadith. The Shaykh reminded
the questioner that the Messenger of Allah used to speak to people
according to the level of intellect. As noted, the intellects are different; the
general understanding of the hadith differs from the way the elect (khusiis)
understand it, each according to their own ability. The Prophet (SAW) spoke
in the tongue of the masses, which is reflected in the first interpretation of the
hadith which says,

Make your prayer, O intelligent one, as if you are bidding
farewell because you have no security of permanence,
and it could most likely be that it is your last prayer. Place
death before your eyes and intensify the perfection of your
prayer. Take care of its application in every aspect, heart
and soul, with tranquility, humility, and the presence of
heart and with awe and consider it to be your last prayer in
this world. If you become well established in this state and
follow this pattern, then your prayer (salah) is performed
in accordance with the command of the shari’a and the
requirements of Islam. (Al-‘Alawi, 1993: p.51)
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This is what is generally understood as the outer meaning of the hadith.

The second viewpoint of the fadith is the understanding of the elect (khusiis).
The one who occupies this state sees the Prophet (SAW) as saying, “Make
your prayer a farewell prayer”, meaning, bid farewell to your prayers, because
the one who bids farewell to their prayer, performs it and does not hold on to
it. One does not see their prayer as having any existence, because one is
absent in the witnessing of its occurrence over them; that is, one does not rely
on it and does not depend on it, as if one had never prayed it. This is why the
Prophet said, “until it would appear as if he would never pray again after it”
(Al-Tabarant, 2009:p.155). Meaning, as if you see yourself having never
prayed. Ifthe possessor of this state were to be called on the day of resurrection:
O you who have left the prayer, [83ball &l il ] he will not contest (argue) with
his soul (nafs) that he has any prayer (because he has bid farewell to his
prayer). His absence from the prayer is because he has witnessed the One for
Whom he has made the prayer. He has no attachment to the deed because he
sees the deed as coming from Allah, and the ayah says; “Allah created you
and your deeds.” (Qur’an 37:96) [Gslexi Lo 5S35 4l 5 ] and in reality this
means, there is no real doer but Allah [ ¥ Jeld ¥].

Al-Iskandari (d.709/1309) advises against seeking rewards for actions not
directly attributed to oneself, emphasizing that the ultimate reward lies
in Allah’s acceptance of the deed. Elsewhere, he reflects on the value of
unrecognized actions, stating that the most beneficial deeds for the heart
are often those done without self-awareness and seen as insignificant.”(Al-
Iskandari, 1984)

Such is the one who bids farewell to their prayer. As for the one who places
their prayer before their eyes, relying and depending on its outward form
and its inner, they have not bid farewell to it. How can one manage to bid
their prayer farewell when one is hoping to plea with it to their Lord? As if
one has shown Him a favor. In the example of such a person, their prayer
will never be raised from them because they are still attached to it (holding
onto their deeds). Allah says, “And He raises up the righteous deed”[Je2))
428 p=luall (wal ‘amal as-salih yarfa ‘uhu) (Qur ’an 35:10). In other words,
holding onto your salah is holding onto the deed, and holding onto the deed
is like holding onto the creation and not to the Creator.
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If one’s prayer is taken from them and ‘raised’ up, one would have
forgotten it, and it would become absent from them until they would
deem it paltry. It is known that when a thing or object is raised, it becomes
smaller, dimmer, and insignificant in appearance until it can no longer be
seen. This is the special meaning of the hadith at this level.

Then there is the third viewpoint, which is the most distinguished of all
the approaches to the hadith. The possessors of this state do not perceive
themselves as being freed from their prayer, but rather see it as a prayer of
union; this is also known in the expression of the Gnostics as concealment
or annihilation (fana). This is because the prayer is a link, or connection
(waslah) between the servant and their Lord.

Whenever this union is realized, the existence of imagination disappears and
the inner vision appears with the loss of the outer vision. Any prayer other
than this is not considered prayer in the estimation of the Gnostics because it
has not produced the abovementioned union. According to the Gnostics, the
true practitioner who “bids farewell” (al-muwaddi ‘) is one who renounces
worldly existence, leaving it behind and detaching entirely from it, expressing
their devotion by saying:[u=_¥s < sawdl jlad (3 ga 5 a5 ST have set
my face truly and firmly towards Him Who created the heavens and the earth
and never shall I give partners to Him”(Quran 6:79).

There is a good and excellent example for him in the verse,

[Sd sasas 5yl 2 Jlaans] “Glory be to the One Who took His servant on a
journey by night”,(Qur’an 17:1). until he would be as Allah says, [\<é
s a8 8] “coming closer, being at a distance of two bow-lengths
or even nearer”(Qur’an 53:9). One’s arrival (at the Presence) cannot be
realized except after they have bid farewell to everything. There is no
objection from the branch to become attached to the root. It is because of
this that the means (wasitah) fall away, having no further need of the link.
The rule in grammar says: ‘when the subject (mubtada’) becomes the
source of the predicate (khabr) it does not need a link (rabita)’; as Allah
says in the Hadith Qudsi, [ o »<a: 5 42w S| “T become his hearing, his
seeing...until the end”’(Al-Bukhari, n.d.)’. This is what Gnostics consider
to be true prostration (sujiid), anything else is rejected, and the Prophet
says, “as if you will never pray again after it.”

see Sahih al-Bukhari, Hadith No. 6502
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Because the Gnostic’s prayer is not detached, their sujiid is complete
attachment; that is why it said (in a poem) by a certain Gnostic: “Since
they went into sujiid they never came up from it, and since they arrived
never did they return”. The Qur’dn says, Osld agdha e aa dll]]
“Those who remain constantly in prayer”’(Qur’an 70:23). This prayer is
the coolness of the eyes for the Prophets and the Messengers. The Prophet
said: [82ball & Sue 3,8 Claa] “The coolness of my eyes was placed in the
prayer.”(Al-‘Alawt, n.d., p. 51)

Conclusion

It is clear from the discussion in this article that without the esoteric
dimension of tafsir the holistic meaning of intellectual exegetical
speculation would be incomplete. Indeed, the absence of Sufi esoteric
exegesis is a virtual betrayal of the spirit of the Qur’an . It is also apparent
that Shaykh al-‘AlawT’s purpose in his hermeneutical approach to the
tafsir of the Qur’an was specifically to discover meanings relevant to the
contemporary needs of our time.There is an Arabic expression that says:
[daaia¥) S slasiu¥) 538 Je] “Only in accordance with the preparation will
the giving take place.” The expression highlights the idea that the depth
of insight one gains from the Qur’an is directly related to the effort and
openness they bring to it. This is intended to illustrate Shaykh Al-°AlawT’s
belief that true understanding of the Qur’an requires a high level of
spiritual and intellectual commitment, which aligns with the article’s
theme on the importance of esoteric tafsir.

Based on the Islamic ternary, Islam, ‘7man Tman and ‘ihsan, there is a
beautiful anecdote given by the Shaykh, in which he compares the ¢ to a
flowing river: the one who comes with a cup to the river can only take a
cup’s worth, and the one who comes with a tank can fill the tank, and the
one who makes a canal from the river receives indefinitely. The one who
came with the cup cannot say to the river, “you only gave me a cup’s worth!
Inresponse, the river would say, “but you only brought me a cup!” Similarly,
speaking of the levels of meaning, the Qur’an says:[dasi 5 a5 elay A
SV 8 (s e Leany] “Alll are watered with the same water, yet some have
We given preference above others in the tasting thereof” (Qur’an 13:4).
Similarly, in another verse: [ slae G L 5y cllac (e e¥ s 56V 2 2033
Ishaa] “All do we aid, these as well as those, from the treasures of your
Lord, and the treasures of your Lord are not limited”(Qur ’an 17:20). Each
one receives in accordance, as Allah reminds us:
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[1skee Lee a2 JS1 5] “And the status of each one will be rewarded accordingly
to what they have earned” (Qur’an 6:132).
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