THE IDEA OF QURBA IN EARLY SUFISM:
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Abstrak
Makalah ini membahas pemikiran para sufi mengenai terminologi

qurba (kedekatan) dalam kaitannya dengan wacana wa/aya (ke-wali-an). Dalam
literatur sufi kata-kata qurba sering dihubungkan dengan ide mengenai cinta
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(mahabba), rindu (shauqg), dan keintiman (uns). Secara spesifik makalah ini
mengangkat pemikiran tiga orang sufi besar, yaitu al-Tirmidhi (w. 905), al-
Niffari (w. 965) dan Ibn al-‘Arabi (w.1240). Al-Tirmidhi setelah membedakan
dua jenis wali; wali hagq Allah dan wali Allah, mengatakan bahwa tahapan
tertinggi yang dapat dicapai oleh seorang wali haqq Allah adalah magam yang
disebut mahall al-qurba, tempat kedekatan. Pada posisi tersebut seorang wali
dapat menerima pancaran nur al-qurba dari Allah, sehingga ia tetap dapat
mengontrol hawa nafsunya.

Al-Niffari menghubungkan pendapatnya mengenai ide qurba ini dengan
fase-fase pemberhentian (mawagib) yang ia lalui sebagai seorang sufi.
Menurutnya mawqib qurba ada pada urutan kedua, dan hanya dapat dicapai
oleh mereka yang selalu menjauhkan diri dari godaan dunia (zuAd).

Sedangkan Ibn al-‘Arabi, pemikiran mengenai qurba ini tidak dapat
dipisahkan dengan walaya (kewalian) dan nubuwwa (kenabian). Magam qurba
menurutnya terletak di antara kedudukan para nabi pembawa shari‘at
(nubuwwat al-tashri‘) dan para pembenar nabi yang pernah iman (siddigiya). Di
tempat kedekatan ini (mahall al-qurba), seseorang dapat bertemu secara
langsung dengan malaikat yang suci.

The notion of qurb or qurba (nearness, closeness, proximity) is central in the
mystical works of early sufis as well as in the lives of the sufis themselves. The
root of the word is g-r-b, which means *“to be near”. From this root, other words
such as garib (near) and muqarrabun (those who are near) are derived. In
mystical discourse, the word qurbor qurba is particularly used to indicate the
station (maqam, pl.maqgamar)' of the sufis or walis in terms of their
relationship with God. Accordingly, the idea of qurba corresponds closely with
the notion of wali (saint) and walaya (sainthood) in Islamic mysticism.> The
term  wali, which is derived from the root w-/-y, can'mean “to be close to,” and
to be close to someone means to be his friend.’

The words described above as deriving from g-r-b, occur several times
in different places and in different contexts in the Qur’an. However, not all of
those words have an immediate significance with regards to mystical issues.
Only a few are ever referred to by the mystics when they discuss the notion of
qurb. The sufi writers often quote texts from the Qur’an such as: “But bow
down in adoration, and bring yourself the closer 10 God (wa-sjud wa-qtarib);”™
“When my servants ask you concerning me, I am indeed close (garib);™ “We
are nearer to him than you, but you do not perceive;™ and “But we created
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man, and we know what his soul whispers, for we are nearer to him than his
jugular vein”

In the mystical vocabulary, the word qurbis generally defined in its
literal sense as undertaking the acts of obedience (74°a),* and in a somewhat
broader sense as the proximity (nearness) of the servant to God with all of the
felicity given by Him.® This word frequently appears together with such others
as uns (intimacy), shawgq (longing), and mahabba (love),'° signifying one of the
mystical states or stations which the sufis experience before reaching or
attaining the highest degree of friendship with God. The station of qurba is
even considered by some sufis to be the highest mystical station. Of course,
different sufis use different hierarchical orders and different mystical
expressions, based on their own experiences.

This paper attempts to survey the significance of the notion of qurba
and its relations to the theory of walaya in early Islamic mysticism with
particular references to the thought of three major figures in sufism: namely, al-
Tirmidhi (d.905), al-Niffari (d.965), and Ibn al-‘Arabi (d.1240). These three
figures played important roles in the history of sufism, with each contributing
to the development of sufi thought in his own way. al-Tirmidhi is credited with
being the first writer to introduce the theory of walayainto sufism; indeed as
Bernd Radtke states, al-Tirmidhi was Ibn al-*Arabi’s precursor in the theory of
sainthood."" Ibn al-*Arabi effectively developed some terms and ideas which
had already been established by al-Tirmidhi. Moreover, Ibn al-*Arabi also
dedicates some chapters in his al-Futahat al-Makkiya to answering al-
Tirmidhi’s questions. This constitutes an excellent example of the continuity in
the evolution of mystical thought, and particularly the concept of walaya. In
the same manner, Ibn al-*Arabi admits the significance of al-Niffari’s mystical
ideas, an indication perhaps that he might have been inspired by the writings of
the latter."”

Qurba in Sufi Works

Many writers of mystical works have given considerable attention to
the notion of qurb or qurba. Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d.988), in his Kitab al-Luma*
fi al-Tasawwul, distinguishes the state of qurb as one of ten mystical states
(ahwal)."” In his view, to attain the state of qurb, i.e. the sense of God’s
nearness, one has to practice muragaba (meditation or concentration).
Moreover, al-Sarraj asserts that the state of ncarness belongs to one who
contemplates God’s nearness to him, and seeks to draw near to God as well as
to obey His commands, concentrating his thoughts through the medium of
virtuous deeds and consistent remembrance of God (dhikr)."* In addition, al-
Sarraj classifies the mutagarribun (people of nearness) into three categories or
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classes. The first category includes those whose endeavors to draw near to God
are inspired by their knowledge that God is all-knowing, and that God is close
to them and dominates them. However, this group is considered as still
remaining on the level of mujahada (effort). The second category is comprised
of the people of proximity (garibin) who see God as being nearer to the thing
which they see than they are themselves. The third, and the highest, class
consists of those whose nearness to God causes them to be no longer conscious
of their nearness to God."

Interestingly, some sufi writers also relate the state of qurb with the
notion of love (mahabba). Abu al-Husyan al-Nuri (d. 907), for example,
maintains that real proximity to God (qurb) can be attained by the seeker when
he is at the level of pure love. In this state, there occurs a private intimacy
between the lover (sufi) and the beloved (God), and the heart of the lover
experiences a vision of the beloved.' As such, the sufi’s completion of
proximity (qurb) to, and his communion (uns) with, God are dependent upon
the progress of his soul on the path of love. al-Nuri, therefore, considers love as
the only link between a sufi and his God, yet love often has the effect of
transforming the attributes of the lover (sufi) into those of the beloved (God)."”
The sufi who is close to God and arrives at the stage of love is described in the
hadith qudsi where God states: “When I love him, I will be his eye by which he
sees and his ear by which he hears and his hand by which he reaches out.”

Another sufi writer, Abu Bakr Muhammad al-Kalabadhi (d.1000), in
his Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-Madhhab Ahl al-Tasawwuf devotes one section to
explaining the doctrine of nearness.'® From al-Kalabadhi’s standpoint, nearness
could be attained by the act of concentrating on God and turning away from
everything other than God."” Quoting the sayings of different sufis, al-
Kalabadhi asserts. that qurb is the act of abolishing every barrier which exists
between oneself and God. Qurb also means that one witnesses what God has
done for him. In other words, one sees God's actions and generosity, and
consequently becomes less conscious of his own acts and endeavors.™ A sufi of
the twelfth century, al-Qushayri, maintains that the first rank of nearness is
obedience to God and the performance of His commands. A later sufi like ‘Abd
al-Razzaq al-Kashani (d.1330) defines the term qurb, in his Istilahat al-Sufiya,
as an expression of the accomplishment of the covenant which had been set in
primordial time between God and His servant, as mentioned in the Qur’an: a-
lastu bi rabbikum qalu bala. al-Kashani also describes qurb as a station of “two
bow’s distance” (qaba qawsayn). '
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Qurba and Walaya in the thought of three Sufis a/-Tirmidhi

As has been stated, al-Tirmidhi can be regarded as having been the first
writer to develop the theory of walaya (sainthood),” and, as such, was “the
reputed founder of the Sufi doctrine of walaya.” Therefore, the discussion on
the idea of qurba from al-Tirmidhi’s viewpoint cannot be separated from the
discussion on his theory of sainthood. In fact, he mentions the word gurbain
several places in his Kitab Sirat [ Khatm] al-Awliya’ in respect to the notion of
walaya. al-Tirmidhi uses a number of different phrases, such as mahall, makan,
manazil (place), rawh, nur, anwar (light), in genitive constructions with the
word qurba® Although al-Tirmidhi did not adopt a particular stance on this
point, we can still relate his use of the term qurba to the whole notion of
walaya which he introduced to sufism.

In his book, al-Tirmidhi classifies sainthood into two basic types. The
first type is general sainthood which constitutes belief in one God (a/-tawhid),
and is, therefore, a form of sainthood to which all believers can aspire. The
second type is particular sainthood which consists of spiritual persons who
have an intimate relationship and engage in conversation with God.”

Moreover, al-Tirmidhi introduces two types of wali: namely the wali
haqq Allah and the wali Allah.*® The first type is someone who is close to God
because of haqq, or obligation. In other words, he is a friend of God because he
is willing to accomplish his haqq toward God, or to live in accordance with the
commands of God. From al-Tirmidhi’s viewpoint, the wali hagq Allahis a man
who has woken up from his intoxication, and who has turned to God in
repentance. In addition, the wali hagq Allah is a man who carries out the
necessary religious obligations, and is mindful of penalties for wrongdoing.”

The wali Allah, however, in al-Tirmidhi’s view, is a man who stands
immovable in his station and who lives according to the conditions set by God.
This wali observes strict truthfulness while journeying towards God, practices
the prescribed religious duties, and is aware of the consequences of breaking
the law. He also remains in his station until he becomes upright. al-Tirmidhi
then mentions ten qualities of the wali Allah. The wali Allah is refined
(hudhdhiba), educated (uddiba), purified (nuqqiya), cleansed (tuhhira), rendered
sweet smelling (fuyyiba), broadened (wussi ‘a), developed (rubbiya), nourished
(ghudhdhiya), promoted (shujji‘a), and made accustomed (‘wwwida). The
friendship of this wal/i with God is thus brought to perfection through these ten
qualities.® As such, the wali Allah attains to God himself not through his own
endeavors, but rather by divine grace (rafima).

In al-Tirmidhi’s thought, the wali hagq Allah achieves a closer
relationship with God by performing his duties towards Him. But, although the
wali hagqq Allah approaches near to God, he does not actually reach God
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himself. Therefore, the station of the wali haqq Allah is what al-Tirmidhi calls
the place of nearness (mahall al-qurba). al-Tirmidhi asserts that the wall hagqq
Allah is commanded to stay in his rank of nearness of God in order to receive
the light of proximity (nur al-qurba) which will burn the desire of the soul from
his breast until he becomes one of those chosen by God. He will be guided by
the truth, and if he successfully remains in his position, and is not deceived by
his carnal soul (nafs), he will redeem his pledge to God.”

Al-Tirmidhi implies that qurba is one of the steps which is experienced
by the wall hagq Allah in his spiritual journey to God. In one passage al-
Tirmidhi describes how the wall hagq Allah for whom God has opened a path
towards Him receives the refreshing breeze of divine closeness (rawh al-qurba)
from his Lord. First of all, when the path to God is opened for the wali haqq
Allah and the light shines in his breast, he attains the refreshing breeze of the
path (rawh al-tariq) and finds the strength to repudiate lusts. His rejection of
and isolation from passion increases, and the refreshing breeze (rawh) grows
because every time he rejects something, he receives the rawh al-qurba,
increasing his strength and enabling him to reject passion, until he becomes
more intelligent and qualified in journeying to God.*

It seems that al-Tirmidhi regards the wali haqq Allah as a traveler to
God (sa’ir ila Allah). He distinguishes between two types of sa’ir. The first is
the one who, when he finds the rawf) al-qurba, assumes that he has attained
complete nearness, so that he may enjoy the desires of the carnal soul, when in
fact he has not. The second is the one who has traveled a short distance on the
path, but who then turns aside towards religious practices (7a°a), and takes
pleasure in them to such an extent that these practices are reduced to mere
outward worship.>" al-Tirmidhi calls such a person the sadig who receives
divine mercy (rahima) from God. His heart is led away from the place where his
sincerity had become perplexed, and he comes to stand in a position of
closeness to the Possessor of the Throne. Now he experiences the breeze of
divine closeness and its aromatic air, and enjoys its vast expanse. These are the
wide courtyards of God’s Oneness.*

Furthermore, in describing the wali hagq Allah, al-Tirmidhi uses
different names such as sadigun (the righteous) and kiram (the noble),”
although he also differentiates between their positions. The sadiqun, in al-
Tirmidhi’s view, are placed in the lowest heaven in the house of Glory (bayr al-
‘izza), while the kiram are placed in the well-appointed house (a/-bayt al-
ma‘mur) within the loftiest regions (7//{yun). Both sadiqun and kiram are all
friends of what is due unto God (walf haqq Allah). They reside in their ranks,
breathe the rawh al-qurba, and enjoy living in the expanse of God’s Oneness.
They have emerged from slavery to the carnal soul.** Moreover, al-Tirmidhi
speaks of the light of divine closeness (n7uror anwar al-qurba). He states that
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the wali haqq Allah is able to liberate himself from the desire of the carnal
soul, since he receives the light of closeness which alights upon him and
reduces the desires of his soul to ashes.”® At that time, he becomes one of the
few chosen by God as suitable for Him.

Clearly al-Tirmidhi regards the place of closeness as a transient station.
He does not put it at the highest level. Despite the fact that the wali hagq Allah
has arrived at the mahall al-qurba, the desire of his carnal soul (shahawai) still
remains in his heart, and the wali hagqg Allal still contaminates his works with
love of praise from the people. Answering a question concerning the quality of
the wali haqq Allah, al-Tirmidhi states

The one who has arrived at the place of divine closeness is accorded a
residence, and there he resides with his heart, though his carnal soul and its
remaining faults are still with him. Indeed, he is compelled to adhere to his
rank because if he undertakes a particular work of piety with his carnal soul,
he will contaminate the work with passion, love of praise from the people
and fear of losing his standing. Thus his works are not free of self-
aggrandizement and hypocrisy, on however small a scale. Now can an
intelligent person expect that his heart will be left to reside in the place of
divine closeness, if he allows his heart to contain the impurities of
hypocrisy and self-aggrandizement?*°

As has been said, al-Tirmidhi explains the qualities and grades of the
wali hagq Allal: sa’ir, wasil, sadiq, ahrar, kiram, and so on. However, they
have this in common that they have received the clemency of God, and have
been chosen in a unique way. God himself has prepared them to obtain his
knowledge and has shed light upon them until their souls were purified as
metal is purified by fire. When they have reached the state of purity, God exalts
them to the highest place and gives them His wisdom (/ikma). They are guided
from the gloominess of the soul into the light of nearness (qurba) and then from
the light of nearness into His light.”” Therefore, al-Tirmidhi also often states
that the wali haqq Allah is the wali Allah, because God has taken it upon
Himself to adopt him and convey him to the place of divine closeness (mahall
al-qurba).®

In addition to the use of the term qurba, al-Tirmidhi also mentions,
albeit infrequently, the term muqarrabun in his treatise. He argues that the
muqarrabun are the awliya’ Allah* and that they will enjoy felicity in
paradise. He also calls the mugqarrabun the people of the loftiest regions (ah/
‘illiyin), or the people of upper-floor chambers (ah/ al-ghural), those who have
been made close to God.* Here, al-Tirmidhi quotes the Quranic verses: “The
servants of the Compassionate who walk humbly on the earth.” and “These
people shall be rewarded with the upper-floor chamber because they have been
patient.” Furthermore, the Prophet is also reported to have said that the ah/ al-
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ghuraf will appear in the highest ranks of paradise like a bright star that
appears on the horizon.*

A-Niffari

Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Niffari, commonly known as al-
Niffari, was an eminent saint (wal) and a renowned spiritual master (shaykh)
of his age,” but little is known about his life.* However, he made a truly great
contribution to sufism, a contribution which lies primarily in his teachings on
the renunciation of the world (zu/id) and communion with God.* Although al-
Niffari does not propound a particular idea of sainthood, his mystical thought
certainly reflects his close friendship (walaya) with God. His teachings can be
discerned in his mystical work entitled Kitab al-Mawaqif wa al-Mukhatabat,
which seems to have been a reflection of his mystical experiences.

Al-Niffari’s work seems to consist of imaginary visions that are written
as a series of divine inspirations. The Kitab al-Mawaqif wa al-Mukhatabat, is
arranged into seventy-seven stopping places (mawagqilj and fifty-six addresses
(mukhatabat).” The work comprises esoteric allusions and enigmatic words
inspired by the author’s speculation and reason. Since the relation between the
creature and the Creator (God) or material and spiritual forms the central motif
of al-Niffari’s writings, Bruce Lawrence observes that his mystical thought
seems to have been intensely influenced by neo-Platonic (ishraqi) ideas as well
as Islamic philosophical speculation.”’

In his elaboration of the mawagqifal-Niffari states the fact that he was
addressed by God who inspired him to record His words either during or after
this peculiar experience. al-Niffari’s work, therefore, can be considered as
representative of Muhammad’s  spiritual experience. Through such
conversations, mystics become the friends of God. Conversation of this type
are not unknown to later sufis as well who frequently affirm that God had
spoken to them.® And, as we perceive, al-Niffari constantly begins each
mawgqif with the phrase: “He stayed me in [...], and said to me (awqafani fi|...]
wa qala i ...). Accordingly, al-Niffari’s composition seems to indicate that he
experienced an imminent relationship and direct conversation with God.
However, it is not clear enough whether he arranges these mawaqif
hierarchically to indicate the mystical stages through which mystics must pass,
as other mystics categorize them.

Regardless of this lack of clarity, al-Niffari, in his Kitab al-Mawaqil;
evidently puts alqurb in the second mawgqif® We can also observe his
statements on the idea of qurb dispersed in different passages, which can be
regarded as an illustration of his personal experiences. The mawgqifal-qurb
basically deals with the mystical experience of nearness to God.* al-Niffari
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begins this mawgif’ by saying, “He stayed me in nearness, and said to me,
., Nothing is nearer to Me than any other thing, and nothing is farther from Me
lhan any other thing, except insofar as 1 establish it in nearness and farness.”'
Act:ordmg to al-Niffari, the most important practice that marks the spiritual
journey of the mystic to God is the renunciation of the world (zuhd). God loves
only those who are not concerned with anything else. God says: “You have
renounced_all things because of what 1 have revealed to you, so that you are
Mine and nothing separates you from me, and you cleave to Me alone, and this
is the:.description of those who are my friends, the saints (wafi), so know that
you aré one of them.™?

- al-Niffari also seems to emphasize the recollection of God (dhikn)
because it leads to the transformation of human attributes into divine qualities.
Altheugh : divine knowledge goes beyond and transcends all thoughts and
symbols, yet genuine contemplation by the mystic can lead him to perceive the
ultimate “truth. In this respect, the worshipper annihilates himself completely in
his remembrance of God and thus accomplishes the real state of proximity to
God (qurb) In this state, the vell between the sufi and God is removed; then
God gives them divine inspiration.”

7 Observing al-Niffari’s notion of gurb more closely, one w1|| eventually

arrive at the conclusion that al-Niffari places the mawqif al-qurb in a strong

relationship with the idea of renunciation of the world (zuhd), remembrance of
God (dhikp), and intimacy (uns) with God. This implies that al-NifTari relates
these notions to the idea of walaya, though he does not introduce itina
definite manner.

In one passage, al-Niffari separates the awliya” Allah into three
categories. The first is that of the worshipper (waqif bi-‘ibada). To this
worshipper God makes Himself known through generosity (karam). This

implies that the wagifworships God because he has an expectation of entering ~ -

paradise or of being given spiritual recompense such as dreams or miracles. The
second category is that of the philosopher (waqif bi- ‘/lm) to whom God makes
Himself known by glory (7zza). In other words, those in this category can
never find the God who is glorious whom they seek, for which reason they -
maintain that God’s essence is inconceivable. The third is that of the gnostic
(wagqif bi-ma'rifa) to whom. God makes Himself known by means of ecstasy
(ghalaba).™®  This type of wagifbecomes possessed and controlled by a rapture
that makes him no longer conscious of his individual existence. In this respect;
al-Niffari seems to enjoin the gnostic to perform only such acts of worship as
may be in accordance with the vision of God, even though in so doing he may -
possibly transgress the religious law which has been fabricated for common

people.
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In his work, al-Niffari also deals with the conduct of the saints (adab
al-awliya)). He maintains that the word would never understand the wali,
neither would the change of word. It is only God who understands the wali,
because He has created for the wali the knowledge of Him beyond every
creature.” The station (mmaqam) of the wali, according to al-Niffari, is between
God and everything else, and there is no veil between the wa/f and God.* The
wali is called a walibecause his heart is closer to (ya/f) God than to any other
thing, and the walTis effectively God’s abode through which He speaks.*’

[t is noteworthy that al-Niffari expresses the idea of qurb in
conjunction with that of bu‘d (farness). From his point of view, people can
perceive farness by means of nearness, and people can arrive at the state of
nearness by means of spiritual experience.™® al-Niffari also states the relates
another message that God delivered to him, i.e., that God is he “whom nearness
does not seek, and whom spiritual experience does not attain.”™ He goes on to
state  that the nearness which is known by a human, compared with the
nearness that God knows, is as human gnosis compared with God’s gnosis,*
and “whoever contemplates God certainly does not recollect, and whoever
recollects God certainly does not contemplate.™'

For the mystics (sufis), it is commonly known that God is the Near
(qarib), and that qarib is one of God's divine attributes. Therefore, from al-
Niffari’s perspective, God’s nearness to his servant is not the same as the
nearness of one thing to another, nor is God’s famess from his servant.® In al-
Niffari’s thought, God’s nearness cannot be known by the gnosis of the
gnostics, just as God’s farness cannot be attained by the sciences of the
scientist.*> Moreover, he states, “the least of the sciences of my nearness is that
you should see the effects of my regard in everything, and that it should prevail
in you over your gnosis of it.”® The nearness of God to his servant is
illustrated in his statement that He is “nearer to the tongue than its speech
when it speaks.”™

After all, al-Niffari had undoubtedly introduced, if not perfected the
language of sufism. He also made use of symbols to express mystical
experiences, and developed a mystical language that abridges human
experiences with their transcendent reference, namely God.*® Through symbols,
a mystic becomes familiar with God who inspires him divine revelation in the
language of human being without compromising his transcendence.

Ibn al-‘Arabi

Basically, Ibn al-*Arabi’s theory of walaya and nubuwais a further
exposition of the theory of walaya established by his predecessor, al-Tirmidhi®’
Therefore, it could be considered as a more complex version of al-Tirmidhi’s
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thought on the subject. In his a/-Futuhat, Ibn al-*Arabi also develops the notion
of qurba® or more precisely that of magam al-qurba which has a strong
relationship with the ideas of walaya and nubuwwa. He also gives answer to al-
Tirmidhi’s question presented in Kitab Sirat [Khatm] al-Awliya” “‘and where
are the halting stations of the people of divine closeness (ayna manazil ahl al-
qurba)?”®

Therefore, it will be more convenient first to discuss briefly Ibn al-
*Arabi’s thought on nubuwwa and walaya in order to have a clear perception of
his idea of magam al-qurba. lbn al-*Arabi maintains that nubuwwa is of two
types: law-giving or legislative prophethood (nubuwwat al-tashri*), and general
prophethood (nubuwwa ‘amma).”® The first type is also called by Ibn al-* Arabi
special prophethood (nubuwwa khassa), while the second type is called
sainthood (walaya).”

According to Ibn al-‘Arabi, legislative prophethood was completed in
the prophethood of Muhammad, in the sense that there will be no law-giving
prophethood after Muhammad, and there will be no other revealed law (shari‘a)
accordingly. This kind of prophethood is implied in the saying of the Prophet:
“There shall be no prophet after me.””* By contrast, general prophethood,
according to Ibn al-*Arabi, is neither blocked nor terminated. In this
classification, Ibn al-*Arabi, seems to include Jesus, who will come at the end
of time to be the seal of the sainthood (khatim al-walaya).”

' More interestingly, like al-Tirmidhi, Ibn al-‘Arabi categorizes the
saints (awliya’) in a hierarchical order. However, his classification appears at
first glance to be much more complicated and extensive than al-Tirmidhi's.
First, Ibn al-*Arabi divides the saints into different classes and assigns different
names. There are saints whose number is the same at any given time, and there
are saints whose number varies according to the ages. According to him, the
number of the saints who belong to the first category is five hundred and
eighty-nine, divided into thirty-five classes, beginning with the one known as
qutb (whom Ibn al-*Arabi also calls ghawth),* followed by the two imans,”
the four awrad (pegs),’® and the seven abdal (substitutes),” nugaba’, nujaba’,
and so on.”® This complex hierarchy can also be found in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
description of different types of aw/iya’such as the nabiyun, the siddigun, the
shuhada’, the salihun and others.”

In this connection, Ibn al-‘Arabi speaks of the magam al-qurba. From
his point of view, the station of proximity (magam al-qurba) is between
siddiqiya and nubuwwat al-tashri‘*® He also speaks of the station of nearness
in his response to al-Tirmidhi’s question in Kitab Sirat [Khatm] al-Awliya’
concerning the stations (manazil) of the ahl al-qurba. In the same manner, Ibn
al-*Arabi asserts that their station (magam) is between siddigiya and nubuwwat
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al-tashri* (legislative prophethood), or more precisely their station is below
legislative prophethood, but above siddigiya.*'

Ibn al-*Arabi also designates maqam al-qurba as the station for the
muqarrabun and afiad® The afrad are the muqarrabun, and their station is that
of the nubuwa mutlaqa, which is, as Ibn al-* Arabi’s vocabulary designates, the
same as the maqgam al-qurba, the station of proximity. This is why the afrad are
also called muqarrabun.® In this station, a human being meets with the highest
angel. Ibn al-‘Arabi defines the term affad as including those who are outside
the hierarchy governed by the qurb (pole). The gutb does not have any control
over them. The affad receive inner knowledge (a/-‘ilm al-batin) from the
presence of proximity (hadrat al-qurba).®*

In his discussion of the station of proximity (rmaqam al-qurba) Ibn al-
‘Arabi refers to the people of this station as the malamiya. For him, the
malamiya are people who have arrived at the highest stage of sainthood.® It is
to be noted however that Ibn al-‘Arabi did not equate these people with certain
ascetics who were also called malamiya, whose external behavior often invited
the criticism (blame, malam) of other people, and who at the same time kept a
secret ascetic discipline among themselves in their solitude.*® This notion of
malamiya (sometimes malamatiya) initially seems to have been introduced into
the vocabulary of sufism by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d.1021). The
latter defines the people of malamiya as those whose inner secret life (bawatin)
God has blessed with various miracles, such as closeness (zu/fa), nearness
(qurba), intimacy (uns), and union (ittisal). This station, according to al-
Sulami, is similar to that of the Prophet when he ascended to the highest rank
of nearness, i.e., the station of gaba gawsayn.*’

As has been stated earlier, the mugarrabun are placed between the law-
giving prophet and the siddiqun who believe in the words of the Prophet and
acquire the knowledge of tawhid which is brought by that prophet. Ibn al-
‘Arabi is careful to distinguish between the mugarrabun and the siddiqun. On
the one hand, the siddiqun, he suggests, do not obtain direct revelation from
God, but believe in the prophetic message through the light of faith (nur al-
iman).*® The siddiqun are those who carefully convey the words of God, believe
in them, and, consequently, arrive at the knowledge of God by way of faith.

The muqarrabun, on the other hand, acquire the knowledge of rawhid
directly from God, and are guided by the light of knowledge (nar al-‘ilm).*
Therefore, their knowledge of God is not dependent upon the teachings of the
prophets, and in this respect, they (the rnugarrabun) correspond to the saints in
general. Ibn al-‘Arabi also calls their station “the station of absolute
prophethood™ (magam al-nubuwwa al-mutlaga) or “the station of general
prophethood” (magam al-nubuwwa al-‘amma).™ Hence, quoting the Qur’anic
verse, “God witnesses that there is no God but He, and so do the angels and
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those who possess knowledge,”™" Ibn al-*Arabi implies that knowledge ( 7/m) is
superior to faith (iman).

As far as his own spiritual experiences were concerned, Ibn al-*Arabi
states that he reached the station of nearness to God (maqam al-qurba) in the
month of Muharram 596 A.H, when he was traveling in a place called Abjisal
in the Maghrib.”? For him, this station represented the highest spiritual station
that one who is not a prophet can achieve. Ibn al-*Arabi reports that he found
himself alone in the station and felt a dreadful loneliness, and in this state, he
saw the spirit of Abu *Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami manifest itself to him.*”* In his
opinion, however, to reach this station does not imply that one has to escape
from the world of everyday experience.

In Ibn al-‘Arabi’s view, the waliwill be in a position to arrive at the
station of nearness (magam al-qurba) when he is able to counteract the
inducement to stop at each sequential stage of his journey. What is prohibited
for him, ever since the disappearance of the seal of Muhammadan sainthood, is
to sojourn in the central position, a position which is reserved only for those
who are the heirs of Muhammad in the real sense.

Concluding Remarks

Despite the fact that the three sufi writers discussed above express the
notion of walaya and qurb differently, they share a common view that the wali
occupies a special place in relation to God, and that qurb or qurba is one of the
mystical stations through which the wali must pass. al-Niffari puts qurbin the
second mawgifalthough this does not necessarily mean that gurb is the second
mystical stage or rank, in connection with other mawagif’ al-Niffari relates
qurb with the idea of remembrance of God (dhikr) and renunciation of the
world, and indirectly with the idea of walaya. He furthermore postulates that
the wali who has attained his magam al-walaya will be able to converse with
God directly because the veil between him and God will have been removed.

al-Tirmidhi places the mahall al-qurba at the second rank in his scheme
of walaya. This mahallis assigned by al-Tirmidhi to those called the wali hagq
Allah. This implies that the mahall al-qurbais a temporary place before the
wali hagq Allah attains, or is given, the ten qualities of walaya which will
transform him into the wali Allah. However, although al-Tirmidhi
distinguishes between these two types of wali, he often states that both are the
same. They are the muqarrabun or awliya’ Allah.

Meanwhile, despite the fact that his classification of the wal/f is much
more sophisticated, Ibn al-Arabi states that the magam al-qurba is the highest
position which can be achieved by the wali. He places this magam between the
siddigiya and the nubuwwat al-tashri’. This station is also designated for the
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muqarrabun, the afrad, and the people who are called the malamiya, the last-
named to be understood in a manner different from its traditional usage.
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