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In the Qur’án do not thou, O son, regard (only) the exter ior:
The Devil regards Adam as naught but clay.

The exter ior (sense) of the Qur’án is like a man’s body,
For his features are visible, while his spirit is hidden.

A man’s mater nal and paternal uncles (may see him) for a 
hundred years

And of his (inward) state not see (as much as) the tip of a hair.
Jalāl alDīn Rūmī1

I Esoteric Hermeneutics

This volume has as its focus approaches to the inter pret a tion of 
the Qur’an that have looked beyond the outer (ẓāhir) or literal 

meaning of its verses, to elicit deeper mean ings from within the 
revealed text. It is because of their concern with the inner (bāṭin) 
meaning of the scripture that we have grouped these approaches 
together under the rubric of ‘esoteric’, taking into consid er a tion  
the basic root from which this word is derived, namely the Greek 
esō meaning ‘inner’, as opposed to ‘exoteric’, which derives from 
the root exō meaning outer, the latter being equi val ent to the 
Arabic word ẓāhir. However, even if we acknow ledge the commonly 
accep ted sense of the word esoteric as ‘being desig nated for a small 
number or inner circle of people’ (from the Greek esōterikos), its 
relev ance for these hermen eutic approaches still holds, since they 
have all been inten ded, to a greater or lesser degree of exclus iv ity, 
for a special ised audi ence of initi ates, as will be seen below. This 
does not mean, however, that we are assum ing the term ‘esoteric’ to 
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be neces sar ily asso ci ated with ‘esoter i cism’. Analogously, comment
at ors discussed in this volume freely use the term bāṭin to denote 
the inner mean ings of the Qur’anic word beyond what is appar ent 
on the level of the exoteric linguistic meaning, without asso ci at ing 
that word with the Bāṭiniyya, a term histor ic ally used by some 
Sunnis to refer pejor at ively to the Ismailis.2

The contem por ary field of esoteric studies is constantly debat ing 
the use and applic ab il ity of the terms ‘esoteric’, ‘gnostic’, ‘arcane’ 
and ‘occult’. Recent schol ar ship on Western esoter i cism has taken 
the debate in differ ent direc tions: Wouter Hanegraaff’s work has 
taken the esoteric in the direc tion of the gnostic and stressed the 
epistem o lo gical approach of esoter i cism, while Antoine Faivre has 
clas si fied esoter i cism as both a form of thought and a type of know
ledge.3 However, our usage of the term ‘esoteric’ is more straight for
ward. We are simply apply ing the term to the exeget ical approach of 
comment at ors who have not confined them selves to under stand ing 
the outer mean ings of the Qur’an, but have uncovered inner mean
ings that would prob ably not be appar ent, access ible or even of 
interest to many readers of the scrip ture. It is an approach that 
involves, and is the product of, inspir a tion and exper i ence on the 
part of the comment ator, and requires guid ance, and often initi
ation into certain spir itual and hermen eut ical discip lines. It there
fore goes beyond the lexical resources and know ledge of narrat ive 
context that are provided by conven tional comment at ors and tafsīr 
liter at ure, which aim at assist ing the general reader in under
stand ing the literal mean ings of the Qur’an.

Our endeav our in this volume is, moreover, to use a broader 
notion of esoteric that encom passes Shi‘i and philo soph ical 
approaches to inter pret a tion as well as more gener ally exper i en tial 
Sufi approaches.4 Thus, while the hermen eut ics and inter pret at ive 
examples that are examined through the chapters of this volume 
are mainly from the Sufi tradi tion, there are two chapters on 
TwelverShi‘i comment at ors, one on the hermen eut ics of the 
Ismaili influ enced philo sopher–theo lo gian Muḥammad b. ʿAbd 
alKarīm alShahrastānī (d. 548/1153), another on IsmailiFatimid 
exegesis, and one on the philo sopher Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/1037). 
Moreover, Sufi and Shi‘i are not mutu ally exclus ive categor ies;  
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ʿAbd alRazzāq alKāshānī (d. between 730/1329 and 736/1335) is 
thought to have been a Twelver Shi‘i, but his comment ary is 
considered to belong to the Sufi tradi tion, and more specific ally to 
the school of Muḥyi’lDīn Ibn ʿArabī (d. 638/1240), notwith
stand ing the influ ence of philo sophy that is also evident in the 
work.5 Among contem por ary comment at ors, Shaykh Fadhlalla 
Haeri is a Shi‘i Sufi.6

Of course, other exegetes have included comments that go beyond 
the literal sense of the verses, among whom we might mention 
Fakhr alDīn alRāzī (d. 606/1209),7 known for his extens ive discus
sions of the theo lo gical implic a tions of the verses, and before him 
Abū Isḥāq alThaʿ labī (d. 427/1035), who not only expan ded his 
comment ary to include ‘admon it ory exeget ical discourse’, but also 
cited some mystical inter pret a tions in his al-Kashf wa’l- bayān.8 
However, such comment at ors cannot be said to have engaged in any 
consist ent manner with the inner mean ings of the verses, nor is 
there any evid ence that their comment ar ies were inten ded to convey 
specific doctrines or theor ies of the inner trans form a tion or ascent 
of the human soul.9

Theoretically, since we asso ci ate esoteric approaches with Sufi 
and Shi‘i exegesis in partic u lar, our concep tu al isa tion might be 
considered to come close to that of Henry Corbin. For him, the 
intel lec tual history of esoteric approaches to reli gion is an unfold ing 
of the sacred in history, an hiéro- histoire, in which the God that is 
hidden becomes mani fest through discov er ing the inner meaning 
of scripture. Corbin’s concep tion of spir itual hermen eut ics (taʾwīl)10 
decodes the hidden meaning in the revealed book of scrip ture and 
of nature so that one can return to the original and essen tial 
meaning of the revel a tion: what is appar ent and what is earthly is in 
this sense a pale imit a tion (a ḥikāya, as he puts it) of the true life of 
the soul and of the proph ets and friends of God who reveal the deus 
absconditus.11 According to this view, it is the true sense of the 
revel a tion, the wisdom account of the nature of God, for which the 
messen gers were sent and to which the friends of God were called. 
However, Corbin tends to conflate the spir itual with the Shi‘i. 
Similarly, one might ques tion his ‘mysto centrism’, as Steven 
Wasserstrom terms it, which iden ti fies gnosis with the faith of 
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Islam as such, even if some of the comment at ors that we examine 
might have agreed with such an approach.12

The exeget ical texts that are the subjects of chapters in this book 
include several kinds of mater ial:

• comment ar ies specific ally dedic ated to esoteric inter pret a
tions of either the whole or part of the Qur’an: ḥaqāʾiq 
al- tafsīr by Abū Aʿbd alRaḥmān alSulamī (d. 412/1021), 
Aʿrāʾis al- bayān by Rūzbihān Baqlī (d. 606/1209), early Fatimid 
works, and the comment ar ies of Ṣadr alDīn alQūnawī (d. 
673/1274), Aʿbd alRazzāq alKāshānī (d. between 730/1329 
and 736/1335), Aʿlāʾ alDawla alSimnānī (d. 736/1336), Lex 
Hixon (d. 1995) and Fadhlalla Haeri

• short extracts and frag ments of esoteric comment ary: Ibn 
Sīnā (d. 428/1037)

• works that are viewed as esoteric comment ar ies although 
they also include varying amounts of exoteric mater ial: 
Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt by Abū’lQāsim alQushayrī (d. 465/1072), 
Mafātīḥ al- asrār by Muḥammad b. ʿAbd alKarīm al
Shahrastānī (d. 548/1153) and Tafsīr al-Qurʾān al- karīm by 
Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī (d. 1045/1636)13

• comment ar ies that have form ally juxta posed exoteric and 
esoteric inter pret a tions, some times separ at ing them into 
discrete sections: Kashf al- asrār by Rashīd alDīn Maybudī 
(fl. 520/1126), al-Baḥr al- madīd by Ibn ʿAjība (d. 1224/1809) 
and al-Mīzān by Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1981)

• other treat ises that include esoteric inter pret a tions and/or 
discus sions of hermen eut ics: Kitāb al-Lumaʿ by Abū Naṣr 
alSarrāj (d. 378/988), Sharḥ maāʿnī al-ḥurūf by Sulamī, 
Aʿwārif al- maāʿrif by Abū Ḥafs alSuhrawardī (632/1234) and 
al-Wujūd al-ḥaqq by ʿAbd alGhanī alNābulusī (d. 1143/1731)

Mention has vari ously been made above of the terms ‘hermen
eutic(s)’ and ‘hermen eut ical’, which will inev it ably be cited many 
times in a volume on scrip tural inter pret a tion. It is there fore  
worth our clari fy ing at this point how we are defin ing the word 
‘hermen eut ics’ and its deriv at ives, at least for the purposes of this 
intro duc tion. Whilst recog nising the far reach ing implic a tions of 
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devel op ments in theor et ical hermen eut ics that have emerged from 
the work of modern philo soph ers such as Friedrich Schleiermacher, 
Martin Heidegger, HansGeorg Gadamer and Wilhelm Dilthey, we 
have, as in the case of our use of the term ‘esoteric’, looked to a 
simpler and more work able defin i tion of the term. The Oxford 
English Dictionary contin ues to define hermen eut ics as ‘the branch 
of know ledge that deals with inter pret a tion, espe cially of the Bible 
or of liter ary texts’. We did not find this defin i tion in itself to  
be precise enough for our purposes. However, a useful solu tion 
could be gleaned from Jane Dammen McAuliffe’s seminal article, 
‘Qurʾānic Hermeneutics: The Views of Ṭabarī and Ibn Kathīr’.14 In 
this compar at ive study, she presents two defin i tions of hermen
eut ics: initially, she defines it as ‘the aims and criteria of inter pret
ation as distinct from exegesis, which denotes the prac tice of 
inter pret a tion’; she then adds a further defin i tion of the term as ‘the 
prin ciples and method of inter pret a tion’. A work able defin i tion, we 
have found, consists in a combin a tion of these two defin i tions; thus 
we are defin ing hermen eut ics as ‘the aims, criteria and method of 
inter pret a tion’, to which we might add in some cases, ‘the theory of 
inter pret a tion, by which these three (aims, criteria and method) 
may be form ally set out’ at the begin ning of a Qur’an comment ary 
or other exeget ical work.15

With regard to criteria, the various approaches to esoteric inter
pret a tion repres en ted in this volume share other hermen eut ical 
prin ciples in addi tion to their commit ment to the import ance and 
valid ity of the inner mean ings that can be elicited from the Qur’an. 
For example, most hold to the belief that every verse has a great, 
possibly infin ite, number of inner mean ings, and that the Qur’an 
comprises various levels and depths of meaning. Moreover, among 
these approaches we find the idea that differ ent levels of meaning 
are inten ded for, and access ible to, differ ent stages of under stand ing 
within spir itual hier arch ies as under stood by their prac ti tion ers, or 
varying degrees of intel lec tual capa city or spir itual attain ment, or 
that they address differ ent spir itual levels within the human being 
(see Chapters Eleven and Twelve).

Various sources of author ity could be drawn upon to endorse 
these prin ciples. The key oppos ites of ẓāhir and bāṭin already appear 
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in the Qur’an, as for example in the descrip tion of God in Q. 57:3, 
He is the First (al-Awwal), the Last (al-Ākhir), the Outward (al-Ẓāhir), 
the Inward (al-Bāṭin), He is the Knower of all things, and in other 
contexts as well,16 though no Qur’anic passage applies the terms 
ẓāhir and bāṭin to mean ings or aspects of the Qur’an. A key hadith, 
however, which appears in a few vari ants narrated from the Prophet 
through ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (d. 40/661) and Ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/652),  
and is cited by several of the exegetes discussed in this volume, 
speaks of four aspects or types of content in the Qur’an, and these 
defin itely include the ẓāhir (variant: ẓahr [‘back’],) and bāṭin 
(variant: baṭn [‘belly’]).17 A version of this tradi tion is included in 
the comment ary of the early mystic Sahl b. ʿAbd Allāh alTustarī  
(d. 283/896), and incor por ates his under stand ing of what these 
aspects signify:

Every verse of the Qur’an has four senses: an outward (ẓāhir) and 
an inward (bāṭin) sense, a limit (ḥadd) and a point of tran scend
ence (maṭlaʿ / muṭṭalaʿ). The outward sense is the recit a tion, and 
the inward sense is the under stand ing (fahm) of the verse; the 
limit defines what is lawful and unlaw ful, and the point of tran
scend ence is the heart’s place of elev a tion (ishrāf) [from which it 
beholds] the inten ded meaning, as an under stand ing from God, 
Mighty and Majestic is He. The outer know ledge [of the Qur’an] 
is a know ledge [access ible to] the gener al ity ( āʿmm); whereas the 
under stand ing of its inner meaning and its [divinely] inten ded 
meaning is [for] a select few (khāṣṣ).18

Another well known tradi tion narrated from ʿAlī famously states 
that had he wished, he could have loaded seventy camels (or saddle
bags) with the inter pret a tion (tafsīr) of Sūrat al-Fātiḥa (Q. 1) (cited 
by Qūnawī, see Chapter Nine). Given the brevity of this sura, the 
term tafsīr in the context of this hadith is gener ally taken to refer to 
esoteric inter pret a tion,19 and thus the tradi tion is seen as a proof
text demon strat ing the immense number of possible inter pret   
ations of the Qur’an at an inner level. Yet another hadith speaks of 
the Qur’an having been sent down accord ing to seven ‘aspects’ 
(awjuh), which are inter preted by some to mean inner mean ings 
within inner mean ings progress ively deep en ing to seven levels 
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(alluded to by Qūnawī, see Chapter Nine; Simnānī, see Chapter 
Eleven; and Mullā Ṣadrā, see Chapter Twelve).20 A hadith is also 
cited in the name of Jaʿ far alṢādiq (d. 148/765), revered as the sixth 
imam in Shi‘ism but a source for both Shi‘i and Sufi exegesis, which 
defines four types of content in the Qur’an, each of which is 
inten ded for differ ent classes among the believ ers. According to 
this tradi tion, ‘the clear expres sion (ʿibāra) is for the common 
people (ʿawāmm), the allu sion (ishāra) is for the elite (khawāṣṣ), the 
subtleties (laṭāʾif) are for the friends [of God] (awliyāʾ) and the real
it ies (ḥaqāʾiq) for the proph ets (anbiyāʾ)’.21

We may note in this last hadith the use of the terms ʿawāmm and 
khawāṣṣ, for whom the [outer] expres sion and [inner] allu sion are 
inten ded respect ively. These are the plural forms of the same terms 
( āʿmm and khāṣṣ) that Tustarī employed in the passage cited from 
his comment ary above, in which he stated that know ledge of the 
outer sense of the Qur’an (which we may presume concerned 
matters such as that which is ḥalāl [permit ted] and ḥarām [prohib
ited]) is access ible to the gener al ity ( āʿmm), while the under stand ing 
of its inner and ‘[divinely] inten ded’ sense is the preserve of the elite 
(khāṣṣ). These two terms āʿmm / ʿawāmm and khāṣṣ / khawāṣṣ, with 
often yet a third term, khāṣṣ al- khāṣṣ (or khaṣṣ al- khawaṣṣ) for ‘the 
elite of the elite’ (i.e. those who are truly adept), are common to Sufi 
texts in general and Sufi comment ar ies in partic u lar, where the 
latter two categor ies (khāss and khāṣṣ al- khawāṣṣ) indic ate levels of 
spir itual attain ment and there fore capa cit ies for under stand ing 
inner mean ings of the Qur’an (as mentioned, for example, in 
Chapter Four).22 In Shi‘i Qur’an comment ar ies, as in the Shi‘i tradi
tion gener ally, the term khāṣṣ / khawāṣṣ tends to be applied to the 
Shi‘a, that is, those who gave partic u lar alle gi ance to ʿAlī and his 
descend ants the imams, since their adher ence to the know ledge of 
the imams indic ates their status as the elect, while their oppos ites, 
āʿmm / ʿawāmm, refer to the Sunnis who forsook the know ledge of 
the imams (see Chapters Five and Fifteen).

Among the differ ent approaches discussed in this volume, we 
also find vari ations in the way terms are employed to define  
the hermen eut ics of esoteric inter pret a tion, as for example, the 
word istin bāṭ, imply ing a ‘drawing out’ or elicit ing of meaning (see 
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Chapters One and Twelve), and the word taʾwīl, imply ing a return 
to the origin or source (of meaning), which is widely adopted where 
a more intel lec tual mode of inter pret a tion is favoured, such as in 
Shi‘i esoteric comment ar ies and in Sufi comment ar ies after Ibn 
ʿArabī, but is rarely applied to esoteric inter pret a tion in early Sufi 
exegesis.23 Sufis often, perhaps discreetly, refer to their esoteric 
inter pret a tions with the term ‘allu sion’ (ishāra), a word that 
conveni ently conveys not only the idea of a meaning that is subtly 
alluded to, beyond that which is expli citly stated (ʿibāra) in the 
verses, but also the allus ive nature of the language of esoteric inter
pret a tion, which often expresses meaning indir ectly, through meta
phors.24 Sufi comment at ors who have in some way discussed the 
outer meaning of a verse will typic ally precede their esoteric inter
pret a tion of that verse with the phrase ‘the allu sion in it is’ (al- ishāra 
fīhi; e.g. Qushayrī, see Chapter Seven, and Ibn ʿAjība, see Chapter 
Fourteen), or altern at ively, ‘from an inner perspect ive’ (az rūy- i 
bāṭin; e.g. Maybudī, see Chapter Three), or by using words such as 
‘myster ies’, ‘secrets’ or ‘arcana’ (asrār; e.g. Shahrastānī, see Chapter 
Eight). Where a number of esoteric inter pret a tions are juxta posed 
– a common feature in Sufi comment ar ies – a similar expres sion 
might be used to intro duce a deeper, mystical or meta phys ical 
meaning (e.g. Rūzbihān, see Chapter Three).

Leaving aside these termin o lo gical vari ations, there are two 
further signi fic ant hermen eut ical prin ciples that most of these 
approaches to esoteric inter pret a tion have in common. The first is a 
firm insist ence on the import ance of the outer, literal mean ings of 
the Qur’an – mirror ing the under stand ing that inner real isa tion 
cannot be attained without the outer prac tice of the law – (see 
Chapters Nine, Eleven, Twelve and Fourteen), and along with this, 
the precon di tion that the science of exoteric inter pret a tion in all its 
aspects should be mastered before any person may embark upon 
the esoteric inter pret a tion of the Qur’an.25 Two sayings attrib uted 
to Jaʿ far alṢādiq render this prin ciple. One states, ‘There is no ẓāhir 
without the bāṭin and no bāṭin without the ẓāhir’, while the other 
saying is more vehe ment: ‘Whoever cleaves solely to the bāṭin is a 
heretic (zindīq), but whoever adheres to the ẓāhir and the bāṭin 
together has attained tawḥīd.’26 These texts taken together suggest 
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that a sole focus upon the esoteric may be distort ing and lead one 
into ‘heresy’, not least because it takes one away from the essence of 
the faith and under stand ing of reality that is expressed by the 
central doctrine of tawḥīd (the unity of God). The outward law, the 
profes sions of faith rooted upon the tran scend ence and imman ence 
of God the One, centre one’s under stand ing and do not allow the 
esoteric unveil ing to mislead the adept into miscon stru ing the 
nature of the divine.27

The second prin ciple that appears to be shared by most of the 
hermen eut ical approaches included in this volume concerns the 
aim of esoteric inter pret a tion. The purpose of the exoteric sciences 
of Qur’anic inter pret a tion (those of exeget ical hadiths, philo logy, 
grammar, law, theo logy and so on) may be said to consist mainly in 
elucid at ing the literal meaning of the scrip ture in order to know the 
nature of what is deemed to be correct belief, and what a person 
should and should not do in this world to attain salva tion in the 
next. This aspect of exegesis is not excluded by proponents of 
esoteric exegesis, and indeed plenty of exoteric glosses may be 
found in their comment ar ies. However, beyond this, the object of 
ponder ing and drawing out the inner mean ings of the Qur’an is, for 
these comment at ors, to bring about an inner trans form a tion, 
whether it be defined as spir itual real isa tion (from the Sufi point of 
view) or intel lec tual elev a tion and illu min a tion (the stand point of 
more philo soph ic ally inclined inter pret ers).28

The spir itu ally or intel lec tu ally educat ive and trans form at ive 
content of esoteric comment ar ies might embrace many levels of 
teach ing, indic at ing that this kind of exegesis was not exclus ively 
inten ded for adepts. It might consist in encour aging virtues and 
discour aging vices at a basic ethical level, or discour aging attach
ment to the unreal (this world) and encour aging attach ment to the 
Real (God). Of course, it should be added here that the encour age
ment of basic ethical values and an attach ment to God rather than 
to this world was not exclus ive to esoteric comment ar ies. But for 
those who were already moving towards spir itual advance ment, 
esoteric comment ar ies might further expound states and stations 
of the path that appear to be alluded to in a verse or story of  
the Qur’an, or it might further describe mystical, cosmo lo gical, 
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onto lo gical or meta phys ical real it ies that have been exper i enced by 
the comment ator and are unveiled through the verse. We shall see 
also that differ ent modes and methods of exegesis have been 
employed by these inter pret ers, includ ing meta phor (see Chapters 
Seven and Fourteen); allegory, that is, exten ded meta phor; analogy 
(see Chapters Three, Seven, Ten and Fourteen); specify ing what  
is unspe cified (takhṣīṣ); and drawing corres pond ences (taṭbīq) 
between events or descrip tions of nature in the Qur’an and the 
inner world of the human being, or in other words, between the 
macro cosm and the micro cosm (see Chapter Ten).

Any kind of Qur’anic verse might be the subject of esoteric inter
pret a tion.29 Another well known hadith narrated from Ibn Masʿūd 
lists five aspects (aḥruf) accord ing to which the Qur’an was sent 
down: that which is lawful and unlaw ful, the clear and ambigu ous, 
and parables.30 Among these ‘aspects’, which are also commonly 
under stood as categor ies of the Qur’anic verses, certain approaches 
clearly favour provid ing esoteric and meta phor ical inter pret a tions 
for the ambigu ous, often anthro po morphic verses in the Qur’an (see 
Chapter Twelve),31 while Qur’anic parables appear to have provided 
plen ti ful scope for most approaches to esoteric inter pret a tion, as is 
exem pli fied in the many inter pret a tions of Q. 24:35, the Light Verse 
(see Chapter Six).32 Other types of Qur’anic content which have 
been of partic u lar interest in the realm of esoteric exegesis, and 
which are discussed in this volume, include the follow ing: the 
discon nec ted letters at the commence ment of certain suras, which 
are some times also placed in the category of ambigu ous verses (see 
Chapters Two and Twelve); events in the life of the Prophet 
Muhammad or in the lives of the preIslamic proph ets, which are 
vari ously seen as allu sions to states and stations on the mystical 
path (see Chapters Three and Seven), with the proph ets them selves 
being under stood as proto types of the spir itual wayfarer (see 
Chapter Three) or as symbols both for aspects of the inner psych  
ology of the human being and for stages in the meta histor ical spir
itual journey of human ity (see Chapter Ten), or as symbols for 
meta phys ical prin ciples (see Chapter Nine). Finally, we find inter
pret a tions of the eschat o lo gical verses, in which the rewards and 
punish ments in the Hereafter are under stood esoter ic ally to refer to 
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states of prox im ity to, and alien a tion from, God, exper i enced not 
only in the next world but also in this (see Chapter Fourteen).

In general, it can be said that for these inter pret ers, whether the 
Qur’an is speak ing about events in the past or future, the total ity of 
the scrip ture possesses a truth that is relev ant to each indi vidual in 
the present, one that is to be lived and real ised in the here and now. 
It can even be said of those who have attained the highest levels of 
exper i en tial know ledge (maʿrifa / ʿirfān), and who truly live the 
Qur’an, that there is no longer any ‘outside’ or ‘inside’ to the scrip
ture (see Chapter Eleven); in fact, there is nothing outside the divine 
word. All believ ers, and espe cially aspir ants on the spir itual path 
whose aim is to attain prox im ity or union with God, are required to 
observe a certain adab (a fitting conduct and atti tude) when 
listen ing to the Qur’an – one of awe, respect and profound pres ence 
of mind (see Chapters One and Twelve).33 Beyond this, adepts will 
aspire to pass gradu ally from the state in which they hear the Qur’an 
as if directly from the Prophet, to one in which they hear it from 
Gabriel, and then even tu ally to one in which they hear the word of 
God directly from God (see Chapters One and Twelve). At this level, 
the inter face between the inner world of the comment ator and the 
inner world of Qur’anic meaning is such that it is diffi cult to define 
the commentators’ activ ity as either exegesis or eisegesis; one could 
say that, rather than the ‘inter preter’ drawing meaning from within 
the Book, the Book is drawing meaning from within the inter preter. 
The product of this numin ous process is often defined as the ‘know
ledge of unveil ing’ (ʿilm al- mukāshafa) (see Chapter Twelve),34 a 
know ledge that cannot be acquired but is given by God. It is only 
through rigor ous spir itual discip line leading to complete puri fic a
tion or nought ing of the self or soul that a person may be in a state 
of recept ive ness to receive this divinely bestowed know ledge. For 
Sufis, esoteric inter pret a tion is genuine and accept able only as long 
as it is divinely inspired rather than being the product of indi vidual 
rati ocin a tion, and on condi tion that it does not contra dict the outer 
meaning of the verses. In early Shi‘i or Imāmī exegesis, the only 
legit im ate source for esoteric inter pret a tion was under stood to be 
the imams, whereas later Shi‘i comment at ors, such as Mullā Ṣadrā, 
allowed some scope for the valid ity of esoteric inter pret a tion by 
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others, as long as it was attained, again, through divine unveil ing 
aided through adher ence to the walāya of the imams, that is, their 
status as the friends and intim ates of God (see Chapters Twelve and 
Fifteen).

Before passing on to a summary of the chapters of this book, 
sections II and III will provide a brief histor ical back ground to the 
two main tradi tions of the esoteric Qur’an inter pret a tion to which 
the exegetes discussed here belong.

II Sufi Exegesis

First, some clari fic a tion is needed for what we mean by the word 
‘Sufi’. In this intro duc tion, and indeed through out this volume, the 
term ‘Sufi’ as a noun is being used to mean ‘a proponent of Islamic 
mysti cism’ (and as an adject ive, ‘relat ing to Islamic mysti cism’), in 
the form that it has been prac tised among many Sunni and some 
Shi‘i Muslims – this being in contra dis tinc tion to the more philo
soph ic ally based form of mysti cism that is commonly referred to in 
Iranian circles as ‘ʿirfān’. The Arabic words ṣūfī and taṣawwuf 
(Sufism) were, to begin with, mainly asso ci ated with mystics of 
Baghdad, espe cially those in the circle around Abū’lQāsim 
alJunayd (d. 298/910); its wider use is said to have been fostered by 
fifth/elev enthcentury Sufi authors, such as Sarrāj, Sulamī and 
Qushayrī, who sought in their works both to defend the reli gious 
legit im acy of Sufism and to estab lish it as the main stream over and 
against other mystical and ascetic move ments and anti no mian 
tend en cies that were in circu la tion at that time.35 Sulamī and 
Qushayrī also attemp ted to bring what they considered to be bene
fi cial trends, such as the ‘way of blame’ (malāmatiyya) and the ‘way 
of spir itual chiv alry’ (futuwwa), under the umbrella of Sufism.36 
However, even during the sixth/twelfth century, the word ṣūfī had 
still not gained univer sal currency, and the more precise desig na
tions of āʿrif (possessor of mystical know ledge or gnosis [maʿrifa]), 
āʿbid (devotee), āʿshiq (mystical lover) and ḥakīm (sage or possessor 
of wisdom) contin ued to be used. These fifth/elev enthcentury 
authors included numer ous sayings of, and anec dotes about, early 
figures in the history of Islamic mysti cism, such as Ḥasan alBaṣrī 
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(d. 110/728), known for his piety and emphasis on the need to 
renounce this world, Jaʿ far alṢādiq and count less others, and this 
served to integ rate the know ledge, wisdom and exem plary conduct 
of such figures into the herit age of that which these authors, and 
poster ity, called taṣawwuf.

It is with such celeb rated figures of early Muslim piety and spir
itu al ity that ‘Sufi exegesis’, as we now call it, had its origins.37 
Comments on the inner signi fic ance of the Qur’anic verses attrib
uted to early proponents of esoteric inter pret a tion were, it seems, 
mainly commit ted to memory and trans mit ted through the oral 
tradi tion. But, in the early fifth/elev enth century, Sulamī compiled 
a great number of these esoteric comments in a formal verse by
verse comment ary on the Qur’an, the ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr, along with 
a smaller supple ment ary comment ary known as Ziyādāt ḥaqāʾiq 
al- tafsīr (see Chapters Two and Three).38 An earlier comment ary on 
the Qur’an, also considered to be part of the Sufi tradi tion of 
exegesis, is Tafsīr al-Qurʾān al-ʿaẓīm by the above mentioned 
Tustarī.39 Like several later Sufi comment ar ies, this comment ary 
includes, in addi tion to numer ous inter pret a tions of a mystical 
nature, a signi fic ant number of exoteric comments on the Qur’anic 
verses. Sulamī’s comment ary, however, is almost entirely devoted to 
inter pret a tions of the inner mean ings of the Qur’an, and can be 
said not only to have become an indis pens able source of esoteric 
comments that was mined by later comment at ors, but also to have 
estab lished Sufi Qur’an comment ary as a genre.40 Thus the role of 
Sulamī for Sufi esoteric exegesis is often viewed as equi val ent to that 
of Abū Jaʿ far alṬabarī (d. 310/923) in the realm of the exoteric 
exegesis of the Qur’an. The ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr and Ziyādāt ḥaqāʾiq 
al- tafsīr were not Sulamī’s only exeget ical works; he also wrote a 
treat ise, the ʿIlm al-ḥurūf, in which he assembled sayings attrib uted 
to differ ent mystics about the signi fic ance of the letters (see Chapter 
Two). Even before Sulamī’s compil a tions, the prac tice of esoteric 
inter pret a tion was current enough among Sufis for it to be included 
as a topic in the Sufi ‘manuals’ of Abū Saʿ d alKhargūshī  
(d. 406/1015) and Sarrāj (see Chapter One).41

A gener a tion after Sulamī, the celeb rated Ashʿarī theo lo gian and 
Sufi Qushayrī composed his Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt (Subtleties of the 
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Allusions) (see Chapter Seven). This tafsīr, as its title indic ates, is 
mainly an esoteric comment ary on the Qur’an, though Qushayrī 
does often refer to the literal mean ings of the verses for clari fic a tion 
or to provide a back drop for his discus sions of the inner signi fi  
cance of the verses. Qushayrī’s Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt developed the 
liter ary side of Sufi hermen eut ics in Arabic, and incor por ates an 
abund ant use of meta phor and rhyming prose.42 The liter ary devel
op ment of Sufi tafsīr, this time in Persian, may again be seen in the 
Kashf al- asrār wa ʿuddat al- abrār by Maybudī (fl. first half of 
the sixth/twelfth century). Maybudī’s comment ary brings together 
the tradi tion al ist teach ings of ʿAbd Allāh alAnṣārī alHarawī  
(d. 481/1089) and the doctrines of love mysti cism, which was 
making its pres ence felt in the Sufism of Khurasan during this 
period. The impact of the latter is evident in the richly poetic style 
of the mystical sections of the Kashf al- asrār (see Chapter Three). 
The work appears to have been written in a style that would appeal 
to a wide audi ence who might be attrac ted to its mysti cism of love.43 
Further devel op ments in the doctrines of love mysti cism and the 
liter ary style of Sufi exegesis are to be found in the Aʿrāʾis al- bayān, 
composed in Arabic by the Shīrāzī Sufi Rūzbihān Baqlī. Rūzbihān’s 
inter pret a tions, which are not always easily access ible, are written 
in an allus ive language that includes specific tech nical terms that he 
developed for his mystical doctrines of love (see Chapter Three).

From the sixth/twelfth century onwards, in fact, Sufi exegesis 
becomes progress ively inter twined with, and reflect ive of, the 
mystical doctrines of differ ent comment at ors. Moreover, it is now 
that we find to a greater extent that esoter ic ally inclined comment
at ors and their comment ar ies become asso ci ated with partic u lar 
Sufi masters and their ‘schools’. The celeb rated central Asian mystic 
Najm alDīn Kubrā (d. 618/1221), founder of the Kubrawī school of 
Sufism, began a Qur’an comment ary to which his close disciple 
Najm alDīn Rāzī Dāya (d. 654/1256) is said to have contrib uted.44 
This incom plete comment ary, often referred to as al-Taʾwīlāt 
al- najmiyya but also known by other titles,45 combines esoteric and 
exoteric inter pret a tions. A later well known and influ en tial Sufi of 
the Kubrawī order, ʿAlāʾ alDawla alSimnānī, composed an esoteric 
comment ary known as Tafsīr Najm al-Qurʾān, which, although it 
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appears to have been inten ded as a continu ation of the unfin ished 
comment ary of Najm alDīn Kubrā and Najm alDīn Rāzī Dāya, 
has quite distinct hermen eut ics. The opening section of this 
comment ary is discussed in Chapter Eleven.46

Within the history of Sufi exegesis, the figure of Ibn ʿArabī (d. 
638/1240) looms large even though he did not write a Qur’an 
comment ary. His major works are deeply concerned with eluci 
dat ing the scrip ture, often in a play fully liter ary mode, not least in 
his Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam which takes its lead from the Qur’anic accounts 
of the proph ets.47 His school, some times described as ‘Akbarian’ 
because of his sobri quet ‘alShaykh alAkbar’, is usually a short
hand for those influ enced by his methods of reading scrip ture and 
human exper i ence in the light of his meta phys ical and monistic 
vision of reality (the notion of ‘the oneness of being’ [waḥdat 
al- wujūd]) and his insist ence upon a strict spir itual hier archy which 
pervades the cosmos (the five divine pres ences [al-ḥadarāt 
al- khams] and the notion of the perfect human [al- insān al- kāmil]) 
and links humans back to God. Given the impact of Ibn ʿArabī on 
Sufism, it is no surprise that several exeget ical works show the influ
ence of his school.48 Among those that are examined in this volume 
are a comment ary on Sūrat al-Fātiḥa (Q. 1) by Ibn ʿArabī’s step son 
Qūnawī, known as the Iʿjāz al- bayān fī taʾwīl Umm al-Qurʾān; the 
Taʾwīlāt al-Qurʾān by Kāshānī, often erro neously referred to as the 
Tafsīr of Ibn ʿArabī; and a treat ise on hermen eut ics by the Ottoman 
Naqshbandī Sufi of Damascus Nābulusī, entitled al-Wujūd al-ḥaqq 
(see Chapters Nine, Ten and Thirteen respect ively). Ibn ʿArabī’s 
gloss on the mean ings of Arabic letters are briefly discussed in 
Chapter Two of this volume.

The doctrines of Ibn ʿArabī are among the influ ences to be found 
on several comment at ors of the Timurid period. We find, for 
example, that Ḥusayn Wāʿiẓ Kāshifī (d. 910/1504–5) drew teach ings 
from several schools of Sufism (those of Ibn ʿArabī, and of the 
Kubrawī and the Naqshbandī orders) in his popular Persian 
comment ary known as the Mawāhib- i ʿaliyya or Tafsīr- i ḥusaynī.49 
The Naqshbandī tradi tion in itself repres en ted an import ant tend
ency within the later Ibn ʿArabī school tradi tion,50 as, for example, 
in the incom plete tafsīr by ʿAbd alRaḥmān Jāmī (d. 898/1492),51  
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the comment ary Tafsīr- i kalām- i rabbānī by Yaʿ qūb Charkhī 
(d. 851/1447) or al-Fawātiḥ al- ilāhiyya by Niʿmatullāh Nakhjuvānī, 
known as Shaykh ʿAlvān (d. 920/1514), the latter two being  
widely popular in Central and South Asia as well as in Ottoman 
lands. Kāshifī wrote another incom plete esoteric and lettrist 
(dealing with ʿilm al-ḥurūf) comment ary entitled Jawāhir al- tafsīr, 
which expresses the project of the famous Isfahan circle of the 
Timurid period. This circle sought an esoteric philo sophy that 
 transcen ded Sufism, philo sophy and Shi‘ism and culmin ated in 
Kāshifī’s esoteric, even occult, master piece Asrār- i Qāsimī.52

The eclectic style of Kāshifī’s Mawāhib, which not only brings 
together all these schools but includes poet ical prose by Anṣārī, and 
poetry by Sanāʾī (d. 525/1131), Farīd alDīn ʿAṭṭār (d. 627/1230) and 
Jalāl alDīn Rūmī (d. 672/1273), was later to influ ence the style  
and content of a more substan tial comment ary composed by the 
Ottoman Sufi Ismāʿīl Ḥaqqī Burūsawī (d. 1137/1724–5).53 This 
comment ary, entitled Tafsīr rūḥ al- bayān, draws on the teach ings of 
Ibn ʿArabī, the Kubrawī school and love mysti cism, and although 
written mainly in Arabic contains many passages of Persian prose 
and poetry. Sufi exegesis was also to be found in India from the 
ninth/fifteenth century onwards, includ ing a few notable comment
ar ies such as that of the Chishtī shaykh Abū’lFatḥ Bandanawāz 
Gīsūdirāz (d. 825/1422), an Arabic comment ary known as Tafsīr 
al- multaqāt, and the Tafsīr al- maẓharī of the Ḥanafī scholar and 
Naqshbandī shaykh Qāḍī Thanāʾ Allāh Pānīpatī (d. 1225/1810).54

Turning now to the western Islamic lands, an approach that is 
less eclectic than that of Kāshifī and Burūsawī, but is nonethe less 
broad based, is to be found in the comment ary of the eight eenth 
century Moroccan Sufi Ibn ʿAjība, entitled al-Baḥr al- madīd (see 
Chapter Fourteen).55 Ibn ʿAjība was a respec ted master of the 
Shādhilī order, but his comment ary draws from, among others, 
Rūzbihān’s Aʿrāʾis al- bayān and also engages with the thought of 
Ibn ʿArabī.

Esoteric comment ar ies on the Qur’an have contin ued to be 
composed through the twen ti eth century, but an inter est ing feature 
of Sufi comment ar ies in recent times is their attempt to address 
prob lems raised by modern science and philo sophy, as exem pli fied 
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in the Risālat al- nūr by Saʿ īd Nursī (d. 1960), and the attempt 
of other Sufi comment at ors to commu nic ate with western, 
nonMuslim audi ences (see Chapter Four).

III Shi‘i Approaches to Esoteric Interpretation

Shi‘i exegesis, like most other forms of Shi‘i liter at ure, is concerned 
with reveal ing and proclaim ing the special status of the imams as 
heirs of the Prophet (the waṣāya) and as friends of God author ised 
to deploy their author ity on earth (the walāya).56 Jaʿ far alṢādiq is 
repor ted to have described the nature of the walāya of the imams 
as ‘the very truth, that much is appar ent, but also the very inner 
matter, the secret, the secret of secrets, the most secret secret that 
itself veils the secret’.57 The ulti mate truth of the status of the imams 
is there fore hidden, and a secret to be preserved by their adher ents. 
The bāṭin of the Qur’an also has a symbi otic rela tion ship with the 
imams: a number of narra tions talk about the inner aspect of the 
Qur’an proclaim ing the true imams of the community, as well as 
address ing them selves only to the imam. This rela tion ship – whose 
initial formu la tion seems linked to a famous hadith which asserts 
that ‘ʿAlī is with the Qur’an and the Qur’an with ʿAlī’58 – becomes 
the basis for an import ant Shi‘i topos of exegesis: that the Qur’an is 
the silent (sāmit) imam, and the imam is the speak ing (nāṭiq) 
Qur’an.59 The imam and the Qur’an reveal the hidden God but most 
people fail to see it: esoteric approaches to the text there fore can 
disclose what God is – as Jaʿ far alṢādiq is repor ted to have said, 
‘God has disclosed Himself to His creation in His Book but they do 
not have the insight (to perceive Him)’.60 Training in esoteric Shi‘i 
exegesis, accord ing to the tradi tion, is a means of devel op ing the 
insight to recog nise the imam and God. The central term used for 
this form of exegesis – or even at times alleg oresis – is taʾwīl, that is, 
as stated above, taking the Qur’anic term back to its root sense and 
original intent, thus elucid at ing and unveil ing that meaning; from 
this point of view, one could even argue that it is a more ‘literal’ 
reading of the letter of the scrip ture.

The narra tions contrast the outward revel a tion of the Qur’an (its 
tanzīl) with the inner taʾwīl.61 The Kitāb al-Tanzīl wa’l- taḥrīf of 
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Aḥmad alSayyārī (fl. third/ninth century) brings out this contrast 
and presents a recit a tion/reading differ ent to the ʿUthmānīc recen
sion and its recit a tions, which were being codi fied at the same 
time.62 However, Sayyārī’s work is not exeget ical but merely attempts 
to correct the ẓāhir of the text; it is thus quite at odds with most 
early TwelverShi‘i exegesis that would fit into our esoteric category. 
This early corpus purports to present the esoteric teach ings and 
revel a tion of the Qur’an as trans mit ted from the imams to their 
follow ers and comprises the early exegeses attrib uted to Aʿlī b. 
Ibrāhīm alQummī (d. ca. 308/920), a compan ion of the elev enth 
Shi‘i imam alḤasan alAʿskarī (d. 260/874) and a tradent and source 
for the first major hadith compiler Abū Jaʿ far alKulaynī (d. 329/941); 
Abū’lNaḍr alAʿyyāshī alSamarqandī (fl. late third/ninth century); 
Furāt alKūfī (fl. late third/ninth century); as well as for the exegeses 
attrib uted to Aʿlī in the recen sion of alNuʿmānī, to Jaʿ far alṢādiq 
also through alNuʿmānī, and to alḤasan alAʿskarī.63 Some recent 
attempts have been made to recon struct early texts attrib uted to 
compan ions of the imams, such as Jābir b. Yazīd alJuʿfī (d. 128/746, 
Tafsīr); Abān b. Tahglib alJurayrī (d. 141/758, Gharāʾib al-Qur āʾn 
and Kitāb al-Qirā āʾt); Abū Ḥamza alThumālī (d. 148/765, Tafsīr); 
and most famously Abū’lJārūd Ziyād b. alMundhir (d. ca. 150/767, 
Tafsīr ʿan al-Bāqir).64 The mater ial contained in these texts is very 
similar to early Shi‘i liter at ure: all present a reading of the text that 
is inten ded to vindic ate the Shi‘i case and its counter narrat ive to 
the early history of Islam, one that favours a succes sion to the 
Prophet in the line of Aʿlī and his descend ants. A careful exam in  
ation of the two recen sions of the exegesis attrib uted to Jaʿ far 
alṢādiq, the Sufi one narrated by Sulamī and the Shi‘i one, may tell 
us more about the rela tion ship between two (rival?) esoteric tradi
tions of enga ging with the scrip ture. The continu ity of the former 
with the form at ive period of Sufi exegesis and the latter with the 
early TwelverShi‘i exeget ical tradi tion suggests two distinct ive, but 
inter woven, approaches to the author ity of the inte preter and the 
nature of the text to be elucid ated.65

In this early phase, Shi‘i exegesis attemp ted to make the text 
speak and express the Shi‘i truth about the role of the imams and 
their teach ings about the divine that lie beyond the surface of the 
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text. However, as Muslim exeget ical tradi tions developed and 
TwelverShi‘i schol arly inter ac tions with other Muslims increased, 
the major exegeses of the medi eval period collated both lexical and 
narrat ive as well as esoteric features, often arranged by section. The 
Ismaili tradi tion, however, remained focused upon taʾwīl works, 
and it is remark able that there are no extant compre hens ive tafsīr 
works from that tradi tion, with the excep tion of the partially extant 
work of Shahrastānī – perhaps because of the belief that the imam 
as the speak ing Qur’an was consist ently present, hence the need to 
record his esoteric teach ings was felt less.66 The func tion of Ismaili 
taʾwīl was twofold: an engage ment with texts taught directly by the 
imam to elucid ate the bāṭin that relates to the imam and the spir
itual hier archy of the daʿwa (the mission) – these texts were not just 
the Qurʾan but other scrip tures such as the Torah as well – and the 
efforts of the teacher in the hier archy to unveil (kashf) mean ings in 
the heart of the adept by the grace of God and the imam. As such, 
esoteric inter pret a tion was centred upon the person of the imam as 
elucid ator and unveiler of reality; under stand ing was focused upon 
the accept ance of his guid ance and his grace. The approach of 
Ismaili taʾwīl, there fore, is not the atom istic exegesis of the Qurʾan 
tethered to it but an antho lo gical approach treat ing scrip tures and 
other objects and arte facts as ‘the fertile ground for alleg oresis’.67

Esoteric comment ary in the TwelverShi‘i tradi tion was woven 
into the fabric of texts in differ ent discip lines. The TwelverShi‘i 
tradi tion contin ued the task of system atic exegesis. Three major 
medi eval exegeses, al-Tibyān by Abū Jaʿ far alṬūsī (known 
as Shaykh alṬāʾifa, d. 460/1067), Majmaʿ al- bayān by alFaḍl 
b. alḤasan alṬabrisī (d. 548/1154) and Rawḥ al- janān (the first 
major Persian Shi‘i work of exegesis) by Abū’lFutūḥ alRāzī (fl. 
sixth/twelfth century), all influ enced by Muʿtazilī theo logy and 
some by Avicennan philo sophy, repres ent the clas sical tradi tion 
and a stand ard struc ture: first, outward matters such as the lexical 
gloss and the reading, then a discus sion of the relev ant hadith and 
the meaning, where the esoteric aspects come to the fore.68

The early modern period saw two differ ent tend en cies. The  
first was a revival of tradi tional Shi‘i exegesis based on the sayings 
of the imams, known as the Akhbārī approach. Works such as 
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Manhaj al-ṣādiqayn fī ilzām al- mukhāli fīn by Fatḥ Allāh Kāshānī 
(d. 980/1570); al-Ṣāfī by Muḥsin Fayḍ Kāshānī (d. 1090/1680); 
Nūr al- thaqalayn by ʿAbd ʿAlī Ḥuwayzī (d. 1104/1693); al-Burhān 
by Sayyid Hāshim alBaḥrānī (d. 1106/1695); and Tafsīr by 
Sharīf i Lāhījī, also known as Quṭb alDīn Ashkiwarī (fl. elev enth/
seven teenth century), were Akhbārī attempts at restat ing the pos  
itions of the early period and present ing exegesis as an exter i or is  
ation of the inner teach ings of the imams in a triumphal ist manner 
through lists of hadiths.69 They held that one could only under stand 
the Qur’an through the words of the imam – anything else was an 
arrog a tion that implied exegesis based on one’s own whim.

However, along side the Akhbārī approach, there was a strong 
tend ency towards mystical and philo soph ical comment ary influ
enced by the school of Ibn ʿArabī, start ing with the incom plete 
Tafsīr al-Muḥīṭ al- aʿẓam wa’l- baḥr al- khiḍam by Sayyid Ḥaydar 
Āmulī (d. after 787/1385), the unusu ally un dotted Sawāṭiʿ al- ilhām 
by the poet Abū’lFayḍ b. Mubārak Fayḍī (d. 1004/1595), and the 
incom plete Tafsīr by Mullā Ṣadrā (see Chapter Eleven).70 A later 
example within the same trend with a more marked Sufi taste is 
Bayān al- sa āʿda by the Niʿmatullāhī Gunābādī Shaykh Sulṭān ʿAlī 
Shāh (d. 1909).71 All these works share a view of the Qur’anic text as 
multivocal and open to a hier archy of inter pret a tions with a pref er
ence for the mystical and supra rational.

In more recent times, akin to Sufi comment ar ies, we find a 
greater concern for the social context and a desire to engage with 
modern ity. Voluminous exegeses continue to be published and the 
leading ones of the twen ti eth century arise out of a concern to make 
a Shi‘i reading and vindic a tion of the text relev ant to the times: the 
Persian language teach ing comment ary Tafsīr- i namūna, compiled 
by a team under the super vi sion of Ayatollah Nāṣir Makārim 
Shīrāzī (b. 1924), the socially engaged and dialo gical within the 
Lebanese context Min waḥy al-Qurʾān by Sayyid Muḥammad 
Ḥusayn Faḍl Allāh (d. 2010), the schol arly al-Mīzān fī tafsīr 
al-Qurʾān by Ṭabāṭabāʾī (see Chapter Fifteen), and the socially 
engaged and philo soph ical Indian Tafsīr- i Faṣl al- khiṭāb by Sayyid 
ʿAlī Naqī Naqwī (d. 1988) in Urdu.72 Given current under stand ings 
of the terms esoteric and bāṭinī, it would be diffi cult to describe 
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these as fitting within the category. However, within our defin i tion 
given at the begin ning of this section, these exegeses remain 
commit ted to the core Shi‘i approach of discov er ing the imam and 
God through the text and indeed medi ated through the teach ing of 
the imam himself.

IV Summaries of the Chapters

Part I: Comparative hermen eut ics

Sara Sviri opens her discus sion in Chapter One by ques tion ing  
Paul Nwyia’s asser tion that Sufis define their method of inter pret a
tion with the term istin bāṭ rather than tafsīr or taʾwīl, even though 
this asser tion would appear to be corrob or ated by the writ ings  
of Abū Naṣr alSarrāj (d. 378/988) and Abū Saʿ d alKhargūshī  
(d. 406/1015). Having invest ig ated the root meaning of this term and 
its applic a tion within differ ent Islamic sciences, includ ing those of 
juris pru dence (fiqh) and the more general area of non esoteric 
Qur’an comment ary (tafsīr), where the word consist ently signi fies the 
extra pol a tion of meaning through correct reas on ing, Sviri then 
exam ines more closely the content of Sarrāj’s discus sion concern ing 
the nature of, and condi tions for, the Sufis’ elicit ing of meaning from 
the sacred text. She notes that Sarrāj focuses on ‘attent ive listen ing’ 
(istimāʿ) as a funda mental inner discip line to be mastered in the 
search for under stand ing the Qur’an, and this leads her to study 
further the rela tion ship between listen ing and under stand ing, partic
u larly of the divine Word, in the writ ings firstly of alḤārith b. 
alMuḥāsibī (d. 243/857), then of Sarrāj and finally of Abū Ḥafṣ 
alSuhrawardī (632/1234).

For Muḥāsibī, listen ing with attent ive ness is a listen ing with 
heart and mind, this being a prerequis ite for true under stand ing, 
though his emphasis is on the ethico didactic bene fits of under
stand ing. Sarrāj and Suhrawardī, on the other hand, look to the 
mystical implic a tions of the under stand ing that springs from true 
listen ing, which can lead to a ‘direct mystical seeing and hearing  
of the divine unseen’ (Sarrāj), or can ‘bring the heart of the mystic 
to witness the hidden mean ings of the words of God’ (Suhrawardī). 
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The multi far i ous nature of Sufi exegesis, accord ing to Sarrāj, is 
because these inter pret a tions spring from and reflect the Sufis’ 
mystical exper i ences and the purity of their remem brance of  
God, whereas in Suhrawardī’s view, it is due to the fact that, for 
Sufis, each verse is ‘one of many seas of know ledge’, and because 
their inter pret a tions consti tute a commen sur ate response to the 
word of God such that it may be said: ‘under stand ing has count
less  faces, because the faces of the [divine] speech are count less’. 
Suhrawardī also adds to the idea of hearing (and under stand ing) 
the notion of witness ing (mushāhada), and explains that for 
those who have attained the station of stabil ity (tamkīn), beyond 
intox ic a tion and sobri ety, a special organ has been created within 
the heart that enables them to receive and contain divine inspir   
ations. These masters of stabil ity or ‘masters of intent’ are thus  
able to see each verse from a new vantage point (muṭṭalaʿ),73 
allow ing them to under stand the divine Word from count less 
perspect ives.

In Chapter Two, Gerhard Böwering invest ig ates an import ant 
branch of Sufi hermen eut ics, namely the Sufis’ mystical and symbolic 
inter pret a tions of the letters of the Arabic alpha bet, and in parti  
cu lar, the myster i ous ‘discon nec ted letters’ that open certain suras 
of the Qur’an. Central to his study is the treat ise by Abū Aʿbd 
alRaḥmān alSulamī (d. 412/1021) on the science of letters entitled 
Sḥarḥ maāʿnī al-ḥūrūf, which, although inten ded as an addendum to 
Sulamī’s celeb rated comment ary, the ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr, remains little 
known and has only recently been edited. In this treat ise we find 
preserved prob ably the most extens ive source of inform a tion for 
under stand ing the signi fic ance of the letters in early Sufism. Many 
of the sayings are cited anonym ously, but among Sufis named in the 
treat ise are several who are regu larly cited in Sulamī’s tafsīr, such as 
Muḥāsibī, Abū Saʿ īd alKharrāz (d. 277/890–91), Ibn Aʿṭāʾ alAdamī 
(d. 309/921 or 311/923–4) and Abū Bakr alWāṣiṭī (d. ca. 320/932), 
though Böwering observes that two notable omis sions from the 
Sharḥ maāʿnī al-ḥurūf are the names of Jaʿ far alṢādiq and Sahl 
alTustarī. The treat ise is developed in what Böwering terms as four 
stages. The first comprises inter pret a tions of the abjad (mnemonic 
group ings of letters to which numer ical values are often attrib uted); 
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the second is made up of a selec tion of mystical inter pret a tions of the 
signi fic ance of the letters; the third is devoted to the inter pret a tions 
of the letters in the work of Ḥusayn b. Manṣūr alḤallāj (d. 309/922), 
includ ing some groups of discon nec ted letters at the commence
ment of suras; and the fourth and by far the largest section of the 
treat ise comprises mystical inter pret a tions of the signi fic ance of  
the letters taken one by one from the begin ning to the end of the 
alpha bet, all of which have been trans lated in the chapter.

The mode and content of inter pret a tions included in the treat ise 
are varied. Although there are some that are symbolic, the major ity, 
and espe cially in the final stage of the compil a tion, follow an allit   
erat ive method of inter pret a tion, that is, the letter in ques tion is 
under stood to signify divine attrib utes, or human qual it ies, spir
itual virtues or states that begin with or contain that letter. Some of 
the inter pret a tions in the earlier section also have a cosmo lo gical 
and mystical import. However, the most inter est ing section of the 
treat ise is prob ably the collec tion of Ḥallāj’s inter pret a tions, which 
contain some profound meta phys ical insights on the signi fic ance of 
the Lām-Alif and of the nuqṭa (point). Aside from this section, 
Sulamī appears to have chosen less daring inter pret a tions for his 
treat ise, and to have either been unaware of or decided to ignore the 
daring cosmo lo gical and meta phys ical inter pret a tions contained in 
the Risālat al-ḥūrūf attrib uted to Tustarī and in Kitāb khawāṣṣ 
al-ḥurūf by Ibn Masarra (d. 319/931).74

In Chapter Three, Annabel Keeler compares four Sufi comment
ar ies on Sūrat Yūsuf (Q. 12), namely the ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr by Abū 
ʿAbd alRaḥmān alSulamī (d. 412/1021), the Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt 
by Abū’lQāsim alQushayrī (d. 465/1072), the Kashf al- asrār by 
Rashīd alDīn Maybudī (fl. 520/1126) and the Aʿrāʾis al- bayān 
by Rūzbihān Baqlī (d. 606/1209), showing how they reflect devel op
ments in mystical doctrines. In partic u lar, she focuses on the emer
gence of the doctrines of love and how this affects the under stand ing 
and inter pret a tion of the prophet Jacob. She also considers how 
these inter pret a tions mani fest, more gener ally, changes in the 
‘proph et o logy’ of Sufi exegesis.

In Sulamī’s ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr we see that Jacob is for the most part 
iden ti fied as a griev ing father and is, moreover, criti cised by Sufi 
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comment at ors both for his excess ive griev ing over a mortal 
(Joseph), and for his lack of patience. In Qushayrī’s Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt, 
love begins to be discreetly attrib uted to Jacob by analogy, but no 
consid er a tion is given to the nature of Jacob’s love. It is in the 
comment ar ies of Maybudī and Rūzbihān that we find Jacob’s love 
for Joseph and its rela tion to his love of God are recon ciled, as the 
doctrines of love are fully expounded through these two comment
at ors’ inter pret a tions of this sura.

Keeler observes in these four comment ar ies two approaches to, 
or stages in, Sufi proph et o logy. In the first, evid enced in the earlier 
comment ar ies of Sulamī and Qushayrī, actions or epis odes in the 
story of proph ets are inter preted indi vidu ally as exem plary lessons, 
in order to under stand their ethical or spir itual signi fic ance. In the 
second stage, evid enced in the comment ar ies of Maybudī and 
Rūzbihān, the proph ets are viewed as proto types of the spir itual 
wayfarer, while their sayings, actions and exper i ences repres ent 
states and stations exper i enced on the spir itual path.

Kristin Sands begins her study of two twen ti eth century Sufi 
comment at ors on the Qur’an (Chapter Four) by high light ing the 
inter est ing tension that exists in Sufi exegesis between, on the one 
hand, the Sufis’ emphasis on esoteric inter pret a tion as a ‘privately 
commu nic ated know ledge’ inten ded for an elite, that is, the relat
ively small number of people who have the aptitude to receive it, 
and, on the other hand, their commit ment to a broader dissem in    
ation of some of the inner mean ings of the Qur’an. Among Sufi 
inter pret ers of the clas sical period, she cites partic u larly Maybudī 
and Kāshifī as being comment at ors who, although they acknow
ledged the esoteric nature of Sufi exegesis per se, sought through 
liter ary means to make their comment ar ies both appeal ing and 
access ible to wider audi ences. Sands finds this public dimen sion of 
Sufi exegesis to be mani fes ted in two English language exeget ical 
works composed during the 1980s and 1990s, the Keys to the Qur’an 
by Fadhlalla Haeri and the Heart of the Koran by Lex Hixon, 
although these two were clearly writing in a very differ ent histor ical 
context from that of their fore bears. The chal lenge for Haeri and 
Hixon writing in the context of a Western ‘secular and mater i al ist 
mindset’, with its often preju diced views of Muslim belief and 
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prac tices, was to make the Qur’an itself access ible and appeal ing to 
an audi ence who might find it incom pre hens ible and off putting.

Sands shows how these two comment at ors achieved their shared 
aim using differ ent styles and methods of inter pret a tion, which 
perhaps reflect their indi vidual back grounds. She also observes 
that, like their fore bears, both Haeri and Hixon employ the hermen
eut ical tool of person al ising and interi or ising verses that speak 
about peoples, events, jihad and so on. The approaches of these two 
comment at ors, one appar ently appeal ing to Western ration al ity 
and drawing on scientific concepts such as caus al ity, space and 
time, and the other centred on love, are inter est ingly evid enced in 
the way that each attempts to make Qur’anic accounts of punish
ments in the afterlife more ‘palat able’ to a Western read er ship. 
Sands describes both these hermen eut ical approaches as a form of 
taʾwīl, and considers that both exem plify the adapt ab il ity of Sufi 
exegesis in its ability to respond to its envir on ment.

Part II: Commentators and texts in focus

The second part of this volume comprises studies which focus on 
partic u lar comment at ors (or sets of comment at ors) and specific 
texts. It opens with a study by Meir BarAsher of the hermen eut ics 
of the early IsmailiFatimid tradi tion (Chapter Five). Despite the 
signi fic ant role of the Qur’an and its exegesis in Ismaili Shi‘ism, 
system atic exegesis – as found in Sunnism and in Twelver Shi‘ism 
– did not develop within this branch of Islam. The most plaus ible 
explan a tion for this dispar ity of system atic written comment ar ies 
has to do with the exist ence of a perman ent and present imamate. 
The imam is considered a living author ity always on hand to inter
pret the word of God for his community. His avail ab il ity makes 
written exegesis less crucial and in some sense even super flu ous.

The chapter aims at enhan cing our know ledge of early Ismaili
Fatimid Qur’an exegesis, that is, up to the end of the fourth/tenth 
century. It discusses a few major issues: the need to inter pret the 
Qur’an, the author ity to do so, the select ive nature of Ismaili 
exegesis in focus ing on some parts of the Qur’an rather than others, 
the tension between the bāṭin and the ẓāhir layers of the Qur’an, 
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and the methods and tech niques of exegesis. These themes are 
examined through a brief survey of Ismaili writ ings that can be 
defined as exeget ical, in partic u lar the works of Jaʿ far b. Manṣūr 
alYaman (d. in the second half of the fourth/tenth century) and 
Abū Ḥanīfa b. Muḥammad b. Manṣūr b. Aḥmad b. Ḥayyūn 
alTamīmī, better known as alQāḍī alNuʿmān (d. 363/974), both of 
whom were among the prom in ent preach ers (du āʿt) and leading 
figures in the hier archy of the IsmailiFatimid move ment in its 
form at ive period.

Chapter Six is devoted to the hermen eut ics of the philo sopher 
Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/1037).75 Two key issues under lie Peter Heath’s 
meth od o lo gical approach to this subject: firstly, how to under stand 
the philo sopher’s hermen eut ical method, and secondly, the ques
tion of the authen ti city of the texts. Ibn Sīnā’s hermen eut ical prin
ciples can only be reli ably ascer tained using texts of undis puted 
authen ti city; however, once they have been ascer tained, these 
hermen eut ical prin ciples can then assist in determ in ing the authen
ti city of other comment ar ies attrib uted, possibly spuri ously, to Ibn 
Sīnā. Heath applies this meth od o logy to eight tracts of comment ary, 
of which two are of undis puted authen ti city, namely, Ibn Sīnā’s 
treat ise Ithbāt al- nubuwwāt, and some comments in the third 
chapter of the ‘Physics’ in his al-Ishārāt wa’l- tanbīhāt, and six 
further comment ar ies whose author ship by Ibn Sīnā remains in 
doubt.

Having taken into account all the avail able external evid ence  
for the authen ti city of the six comment ar ies and finding this to  
be incon clus ive, Heath turns to the internal analysis, begin ning 
with his exam in a tion of the hermen eut ics of the two authen tic ated 
texts, both of which consist of comment ar ies on the Light Verse  
(Q. 24:35). In both texts, Ibn Sīnā focuses on nouns that relate to 
light and its level of produc tion (the niche, the lamp and so on), and 
equates these with his philo soph ical present a tion of the ‘stages of 
intel lec tion’. Turning from the epistem o lo gical premises of Ibn 
Sīnā’s inter pret a tion to his hermen eut ical method, Heath finds four 
basic prin ciples that he will later apply as criteria for assess ing the 
authen ti city of the other comment ar ies. He terms these as: (1) equa
tion of concepts and termin o logy between reli gion and philo sophy; 
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(2) equa tion of symbolic and concep tual hier arch ies; (3) mutual 
elucid a tion; and (4) mutual valid a tion.

Of the six unau thentic ated comment ar ies analysed by Heath, the 
first two involve Qur’anic meta phors, one compris ing another 
comment ary on the Light Verse, and the other being a comment ary 
on Q. 41:11–12. He finds that the second of these accords with at 
least three of his four hermen eut ical criteria, but the first does not 
comply at all. For the final four comment ar ies, those on Sūrat 
al-Aʿlā (Q. 87), Sūrat al-Ikhlās (Q. 112), Sūrat al-Falaq (Q. 113) and 
Sūrat al-Nās (Q. 114), we are no longer in the realm of Qur’anic 
meta phor, so the main criterion used by Heath is one of mutual 
valid a tion, not between the Qur’an and philo sophy, but as regards 
concepts, liter ary style and termin o logy found in authen tic ated 
works of Ibn Sīnā.

In Chapter Seven, Martin Nguyen exam ines Qushayrī’s inter
pret a tion of the miʿrāj (heav enly ascen sion) of the Prophet, and 
specific ally his comment ary on Q. 53:1–18, which consti tutes the 
main ‘scrip tural anchor’ for this event in the Prophet’s life, which is 
other wise recoun ted in hadith liter at ure. Among Sufis, the miʿrāj 
has been under stood not merely as an histor ical event in the life of 
the Prophet, but as a paradigm for the spir itual ascent that may be 
exper i enced by those who came after him. Qushayrī composed two 
esoteric comment ar ies on this Qur’anic passage: one in his mystical 
tafsīr the Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt, and the other as the final part of his 
treat ise devoted to the subject, the Kitāb al-Miʿrāj. Nguyen’s chapter 
comprises a detailed compar ison of these two comment ar ies on  
Q. 53:1–18, followed by a trans la tion of the texts in full.

Nguyen finds that both these works reflect the multi faceted 
nature of Qushayrī’s spir itual and schol arly iden tity. In the two 
texts we find him as Sufi master, exegete, hadith scholar and Ashʿarī 
theo lo gian, and both comment ar ies reflect the system atic nature of 
Qushayrī’s discourse. Despite the exoteric content of the two texts, 
which is clearly evid enced in the complete trans la tions that follow 
Nguyen’s discus sion, there is a distinctly Sufi dimen sion present  
in the comment ar ies as well, which is high lighted in Nguyen’s 
analysis. The main stream exeget ical tradi tion repres en ted by some 
of Qushayrī’s comments shows the ‘synchronic relev ance’ of the 
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verses, ground ing them in a partic u lar histor ical moment. However, 
Qushayrī’s esoteric inter pret a tions clearly bring out the ‘diachronic 
signi fic ance’ of the verses, such that the Qur’an is not only speak ing 
specific ally about the Prophet’s heav enly ascen sion, but also the 
‘exper i en tial poten tial of spir itual adepts across time’, examples of 
which are detailed in the first section of Nguyen’s compar at ive 
analysis.

Although there is much overlap in the mater ial used by Qushayrī 
in the two comment ar ies, one signi fic ant differ ence between the 
two works is in the attri bu tion of mater ial; several names are cited 
in the Kitāb al-Miʿrāj, whereas the mention of named sources is 
virtu ally absent from the Laṭāʾif. It is note worthy that theo lo gical 
concerns arise even in the Sufi context, such as the ques tion of the 
nature of the Prophet’s near ness to God, and the concern to assert 
the Prophet’s unique ness, notwith stand ing his role as a proto type 
for mystics.

Toby Mayer’s contri bu tion on Muḥammad b. ʿAbd alKarīm 
alShahrastānī (d. 548/1153) in Chapter Eight bears witness to the 
growing liter at ure on Ismaili approaches to the Qur’an. Current 
schol ar ship on Shahrastānī suggests that, despite writing import ant 
works as an Ashʿarī theo lo gian, he was a cryptoIsmaili and 
certainly held Shi‘i sympath ies, as is clear in his incom plete tafsīr, 
Mafātīḥ al- asrār wa maṣābīḥ al- abrār.76 Shahrastānī’s ‘Shi‘i’ works 
were written for a TwelverShi‘i patron, Sayyid Majd alDīn Abū’l
Qāṣim ʿAlī alMūsawī, the naqīb (the syndic of the descend ants of 
the Prophet) of Tirmidh; however, the tafsīr betrays clear indic a
tions of an Ismaili pref er ence. He uses the Shi‘i contrast between 
the ʿawāmm who are Sunnis and the khawāṣṣ who are the Shi‘a, but 
also distin guishes between those who await an imam (the Twelvers) 
and those who have an imam present (the Ismailis). While the tafsīr 
is far from complete, extend ing only to the end of Sūrat al-Baqara 
(Q. 2), Mayer demon strates how a complete system of hermen eut ics 
is presen ted through hermen eut ical keys in the form of pairs of 
comple ment ar it ies. Some of these are held in common with the Sufi 
comment ar ies else where in this volume, such as the general and the 
specific ( āʿmm, khāṣṣ), and the clear and the ambigu ous (muḥkam, 
mutashābih). Others are common to Shi‘i comment ar ies: revel a tion 
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and hermen eut ics (tanzīl, taʾwīl); and others still to legal exegesis: 
creation and command (khalq, amr), and abrog at ing and abrog ated 
(nāsikh, mansūkh). However, two other pairs seem quite unique to 
him (even if one might find calques else where): hier archy and 
contrari ety (tarat tub, taḍāḍḍ), and the accom plished and the incho
at ive (mafrūgh, mustaʾnaf). Mayer argues that the congru ence of 
these keys makes the Ismaili nature of the text much clearer. They 
allow for a reading and recep tion of the text that decodes its inner 
meaning to indic ate the walāya of the Ismaili imam.

Mayer places his reading of Shahrastānī within a Neoplatonic 
frame work of how one reads, inter n al ises and ‘becomes’ the text, 
drawing upon the estab lished notion of the philo soph ical influ
ences on clas sical Ismaili thought as well as the interest in the 
theur gic elements of late Neoplatonism asso ci ated with Iamblichus.77 
Shahrastānī acknow ledges the role of nonIsmaili sources of 
esoteric know ledge, while assert ing the superi or ity of the know
ledge of the imams and the Shi‘i notion that ulti mately the divine 
protec tion of the scripture means that it resides in its pristine form 
with the imams. Safeguarding the literal aspects of the text by 
paying atten tion to the ẓāhir is a key feature of his non figur at ive 
esoteric hermen eut ics. Mayer gives examples of how Shahrastānī 
system at ic ally applies his lattices of inter pret a tion, and one wonders 
what the result would have been if Shahrastānī had ever completed 
the work, or if a complete comment ary by him were extant. The 
Mafātīḥ al- asrār would then be compar able to a work such as ʿAbd 
alRazzāq alKāshānī’s, written about a century later, in which one 
finds a clearly worked through hermen eut ics deployed to make 
sense of scrip ture – except even more so, since Kāshānī does not 
devote much space to explain ing his hermen eut ical keys.

Among the follow ers of the school of Ibn ʿArabī included in this 
volume, the first, chro no lo gic ally, is Ṣadr alDīn alQūnawī (d. 
673/1274), one of Ibn ʿArabī’s direct disciples and his stepson; his 
scrip tural hermen eut ics form the subject of Chapter Nine. Richard 
Todd’s study is mainly focused on Qūnawī’s comment ary on Sūrat 
al-Fātiḥa (Q. 1), known as Iʿjāz al- bayān, but refer ence is also made 
to exeget ical passages in Kitāb al-Fukūk, a summary of Ibn ʿArabī’s 
Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam, and inter pret a tions of events in the life of the 
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prophet Abraham are drawn from both these works to exem plify 
Qūnawī’s hermen eut ics. Qūnawī’s inter pret a tions are marked by 
his use of Neoplatonic and Aristotelian concepts and termin o logy, 
and through his alleg or ical approach to inter pret a tion, Qur’anic 
symbols and even proph ets are taken to repres ent meta phys ical 
prin ciples. Thus, for example, the prophet Abraham is inter preted 
by Qūnawī as the First Intellect (al-ʿaql al- awwal), and Ishmael as 
the univer sal soul (al- nafs al- kulliyya).

At the heart of Qūnawī’s hermen eut ics is the doctrine of multiple 
levels of meaning in the Qur’an, expressed in the ẓahr, baṭn, ḥadd 
and muṭṭalaʿ hadiths, and this is tied to his theory of the five divine 
pres ences, on the basis that the Qur’an was revealed via a descent 
through hier arch ical degrees of exist ence, from the Divine Intellect 
to the phys ical world. This onto lo gical concep tion of the sacred text 
with its layers of meaning is further linked to the under stand ing that 
external forms are mani fest a tions of spir itual or meta phys ical prin
ciples. Thus, Todd suggests, the esoteric meaning can be illu min ated 
without reject ing the literal sense. Prophets are inter preted as earthly 
reflec tions of a ‘supra temporal drama played out by spir itual arche
types’ – a paral lel to this will be seen in the chapter on Kāshānī. This 
under stand ing of the bound ary between outward and inward, body 
and spirit (the level of ḥadd), is a step ping stone to reach a point that 
tran scends that duality (the level of muṭṭalaʿ), where the realm of 
creation appears as a continual epiphany of the divine names.

Another key prin ciple under ly ing Qūnawī’s inter pret a tions of 
the Qur’an is his hypo static under stand ing of the ‘book of the 
world’, in the terms of the school of Ibn ʿArabī, with its success ive 
‘synopses’: the world, the perfect man, the Qur’an, and finally the 
Fātiḥa, the ‘last of the sublime copies’, which is a perfect micro cosm 
of the Qur’an. Notwithstanding Qūnawī’s use of philo soph ical 
termin o logy, he believes that esoteric inter pret a tion comes through 
inspired open ings and insights. Like Kāshānī later, he appears to 
favour supra rational unveil ing (kashf) over cognit ive thought 
(fikr) and criti cises those, espe cially spec u lat ive theo lo gians, who 
inter pret the Qur’an through ‘shackled intel lects’.

ʿAbd alRazzāq alKāshānī (d. between 730/1329 and 736/1335) is 
another Sufi exegete well known as a proponent of the teach ings of 
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Ibn ʿArabī. The method of inter pret a tion usually asso ci ated with 
Kāshānī is that of ‘corres pond ence’ (taṭbīq), whereby proph ets and 
other figures, celes tial bodies and events are inter preted alleg or ic
ally to repres ent aspects in the inner make up of the human being, 
or stages of the spir itual journey. In other words, that which occurs 
at a macro cos mic level is applied alleg or ic ally to the micro cosm. 
However, in Chapter Ten, Pierre Lory looks at the hermen eut ics of 
Kāshānī’s Taʾwīlāt al-Qurʾān from a differ ent perspect ive, that of 
‘sacred history’. According to Lory, Kāshānī under stands that the 
Qur’an recounts the history of the unfold ing of the ‘sacred Book’ 
that is God’s eternal purpose in creation, namely, the Univer sal 
Spirit’s self real isa tion through time and space in human form. In 
other words, the Qur’an is recount ing the human journey towards 
the perfec tion of saint hood (wilāya / walāya), in a cycle from the 
begin ning to the end of earthly time – hence the refer ence to eschat
o logy in the title of Lory’s chapter. The Qur’anic accounts of the 
proph ets’ lives are the keys to under stand ing this sacred history.

To illus trate this hermen eut ical prin ciple, Lory iden ti fies in 
Kāshānī’s inter pret a tion of the figures of Moses, Jesus and 
Muhammad two approaches, both of which have signi fic ance for 
the sacred history of the community on the one hand, and for the 
indi vidual mystic/believer on the other. In the first approach, Moses 
repres ents, at the communal level, reli gious exter i or ity and legal ism, 
Jesus the inner signi fic a tion, and Muhammad the synthesis which 
unifies outward prac tice and inward exper i ence; at an indi vidual 
level, the Jew and the Christian can become ‘types’, respect ively of 
the Muslim who emphas ises the outward at the expense of the inner 
and who emphas ises the inward at the expense of the outward. The 
second approach looks at these figures in terms of mystical theo
logy, accord ing to the divine acts, attrib utes and essence. From this 
perspect ive, Moses repres ents unific a tion of the divine acts; Jesus, 
unific a tion of the divine attrib utes; and Muhammad, unific a tion of 
the essence, equi val ent to the anni hil a tion of self (fanāʾ). These 
three levels also become types of stages in the path of spir itual 
aspir ants (murīdīn). Lory observes that these two approaches reflect 
two models of saint hood: the ‘Tustarian’, rooted in proph ecy and 
the proph etic reality, and the ‘Tirmidhian’, ‘virgin ally’ inspired and 



Annabel Keeler and Sajjad Rizvi

32

inhab ited by God, which are referred to by Kāshānī as the ‘lover’ 
(muḥibb) and ‘beloved’ (maḥbūb) respect ively. Both are exem pli fied 
in Kāshānī’s inter pret a tions of the Qur’anic stories of Jesus, and it is 
to the latter that the main part of Lory’s chapter is devoted, where 
we find Kāshānī inter pret ing Jesus’ desig na tion as ‘the Spirit’ and 
‘the Word of God’, his non cruci fix ion and non death, his place
ment in the fourth heaven, his second coming, and his link to the 
Mahdī. In these inter pret a tions, Jesus is under stood as a model of 
the mystic’s evol u tion towards spir itual perfec tion; he is one who 
finally combines in his person the two types of saint; and, in the 
confla tion of his role with that of the Mahdī, he also repres ents the 
comple tion of the human destiny in the real isa tion of perfect saint
hood at the end of time.

In Chapter Eleven, Paul Ballanfat looks at the opening section of 
the Qur’an comment ary of ʿAlāʾ alDawla Simnānī (d. 736/1336), 
known as the Tafsīr najm al-Qurʾān, which is gener ally considered 
to be a continu ation of the comment ary known as al-Taʾwīlāt 
al- najmiyya which itself is vari ously attrib uted to Najm alDīn 
Kubrā and Najm alDīn Rāzī.78 Ballanfat chal lenges the notion that 
the opening part of Simnānī’s tafsīr is an intro duc tion, or that it 
provides a discus sion of hermen eut ics as a prelim in ary to a Qur’an 
comment ary that follows. The purpose of a Qur’an comment ary is 
ostens ibly to clarify the sacred text. However, as Ballanfat explains, 
Simnānī is concerned neither with comment ary nor with clari fy ing 
the text; his interest is in hermen eut ics itself, the point of which is 
the commu nic a tion or ‘circu la tion’ of know ledge between the spir
itual master and the disciple or aspir ant on the spir itual way. 
Hermeneutics, there fore, adds a supple ment ary text to that of the 
Qur’an, one which intro duces an idio matic termin o logy that artic
u lates the master’s modes of exist ence and his unique exper i ence, 
on the basis that these are the inner mean ings of the Qur’an that are 
to be actu al ised, lived and exper i enced anew by the disciple.

The verses and suras of the Qur’an provide the occa sion for 
Simnānī to expound in detail his under stand ing of the ‘subtleties’ 
(laṭāʾif) within the human being; indeed the disciple, listener or 
reader of the Qur’an needs to be aware that each sura is addressed 
to one of these subtleties. Each of these subtleties has a coun ter part 
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from among the proph ets, culmin at ing in Muhammad, the seal of 
the proph ets, who is the analogue of the subtlety of truth (laṭīfa 
ḥaqīqiyya). Also, within the human being are forces (quwā) that are 
linked to the subtleties and outwardly repres en ted by communit ies 
that are asso ci ated with the proph ets. Beyond all the other subtleties 
is the subtlety of Iness (laṭīfa anān iyya). Ballanfat observes that the 
struc ture of the subtleties in Simnānī’s expos i tion is the descrip tion 
or hermen eut ics of the meta morph osis of Iness as it moves towards 
real ising its poten tial for tran scend ence.

Essential to hermen eut ics is both unity and differ en ti ation. The 
master both is the true instructor, and is not; like wise, the master is 
the disciple, and is not; the writer is the reader, and is not. That is to 
say, to receive know ledge from the true instructor is to be the true 
instructor, but at the same time, the master must be differ en ti ated 
from the true instructor in order to speak – implied here is subsist
ence (baqāʾ) that ‘follows’ anni hil a tion in God (fanāʾ). In func
tion ing as instructor, the master is also anti cip at ing the disciple’s 
becom ing master, and corres pond ingly, the disciple finds that he 
also anti cip ates becom ing the master. Thus the ‘hermen eut ical 
circle’ for Simnānī encom passes the tempor al ity of exist ence, since 
as Ballanfat explains, it anti cip ates now the think ing that will 
happen tomor row on the basis of the text that was revealed 
yester day.

This looking ahead and back wards is also discussed in rela tion to 
meaning. Ballanfat contends that hermen eut ics is not the mere 
uncov er ing of ‘ready made’ mean ings held within the text. If the 
Qur’anic text opens the possib il ity of a meaning it is because there 
is a prior under stand ing of that meaning (in the mystic) that can be 
opened by the text. Meanings have to be tested and put to trial by 
exper i ence. Simnānī first estab lishes the meaning of the text, and 
then proceeds to solve prob lems produced by the encounter between 
these mean ings and the text. This is why Simnānī opens his tafsīr 
with what would usually come at its end. In the so called intro duc
tion to the comment ary, we find the essence and entirety of the 
know ledge of being; the rest of the comment ary can be considered 
as the discurs ive and spec u lat ive part of that essen tial know ledge. It 
is relev ant in this regard that Simnānī begins by comment ing on 
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Sūrat al-Fātiḥa (Q. 1) – even though, as a continu ation of the unfin
ished tafsīr of his fore bears, his tafsīr would have begun with Sūrat 
al-Tūr (Q. 52) – since the Fātiḥa is said to encom pass the whole 
Qur’an. Thus Simnānī intends the opening section of Tafsīr najm 
al-Qurʾān not only to give sense to his tafsīr, but to the global project 
of the Kubrawī comment ary as a whole, or even to all Sufi 
comment ary.

In Chapter Twelve, Janis Esots exam ines the hermen eut ical 
theory of the Shi‘i philo sopher of Safavid Isfahan, Ṣadr alDīn 
alShīrāzī, better known as Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1045/1636). Ṣadrā’s 
Qur’anic comment ar ies make up approx im ately one fifth of his 
written works and, although composed at differ ent times in his life 
and with differ ent inten tions, they are nonethe less broadly speak ing 
consist ent as regards his hermen eut ical prin ciples. These are 
discussed not only in his seven volume comment ary, Tafsīr 
al-Qurʾān al- karīm, and in his medit a tion upon the Qur’an and the 
nature of revel a tion, God and the human being entitled Mafātīḥ 
al- ghayb, but also in other works, such as his philo soph ical magnum 
opus, al-Asfar al- arbaʿa and his Asrār al-āyāt, a work which attempts 
to show how philo soph ical theo logy can be expounded with refer
ence to scripture.

In general, Esots observes that Ṣadrā’s approach to inter pret a tion 
can be considered as philo soph ical taʾwīl, with the addi tion of some 
elements of mysti cism. Accordingly, he treats the Qur’an as a system 
of symbols that refer to noetic or intel li gible real it ies. However, in 
present ing his theory of hermen eut ics, Ṣadrā appears to be some
what cautious, showing the influ ence of Abū Ḥāmid alGhazālī  
(d. 505/1111), while the more adven tur ous and innov at ive aspects of 
his inter pret a tion often remain hidden beneath the surface of the 
text. The more cautious side of Ṣadrā’s hermen eut ics may be seen in 
passages where he speaks of the Qur’an’s role as divine healer, 
curing people of their attach ment to this world, or of the scripture 
having been sent down for the sake of guid ance and salva tion, or 
when he insists that inner mean ings should in no way conflict with 
the outer or ‘mani fest’ aspect of the verses. Yet there are some 
appar ent ambi gu ities and contra dic tions among Ṣadrā’s state ments 
on hermen eut ics, as, for example, when in one context he expresses 
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the view that eschat o lo gical events mentioned in the Qur’an should 
be thought of as symbols allud ing to mean ings and real it ies, 
whereas else where he condemns those who inter pret the garden 
(al- janna) and the fire (al- nār) as purely intel lec tual affairs.

Whilst Ṣadrā differs from Ghazālī in the emphasis he places on 
the func tion of intel lec tual medit a tion in under stand ing the mean
ings of the Qur’an, he does also allow a signi fic ant role to mystical 
unveil ing (mukāshafa). Moreover, in his discus sion of the Qur’an as 
speech (kalām) and book (or writing; kitāb), he links speech – a 
unique attrib ute of the Qur’an among the revel a tions – with breath 
that comes from the breast, and then cites the words of a mystic of 
the Ibn ʿArabī school, as he devel ops the idea that all creatures are 
God’s words, and thus artic u la tions and enti fic a tions of His un  
artic u lated and non enti fied speech, creat ive energy or the ‘breath 
of the Merciful’. In this formu la tion, there are paral lels with earlier 
mystics, for example, Simnānī in his under stand ing of seven layers 
of the Qur’an corres pond ing to seven levels of inner reality in  
the human being. Another paral lel, remin is cent of Qūnawī’s onto   
logical concep tion of the Qur’an’s layers of meaning, is to be found 
in his discus sion of those rooted in know ledge (Q. 3:7), where we find 
a mani fest a tion in hermen eut ical terms of Ṣadrā’s doctrine of 
analo gi city of exist ence (tashkīk al- wujūd). Here he shows how 
everything in this world has a correl ate in the world of outcome or 
meaning, everything in the world of outcome has an analogue in 
the world of the Hereafter, everything in the Hereafter has an 
analogue in the world of God’s names, and everything in the world 
of names has a correl ate in the world of the real or the ‘hidden of the 
hidden’ (ghayb al- ghuyūb).

The Naqshbandī Sufi ʿAbd alGhanī alNābulusī (d. 1143/1731), 
whose hermen eut ical treat ise entitled al-Wujūd al-ḥaqq is the 
subject of Chapter Thirteen, also exhib its the mark of the school of 
Ibn ʿArabī. As Bakri Aladdin shows, this treat ise seems to have been 
written to fulfil two main aims: to provide a histor ical context for 
Sufi exegesis, and to show how Sufi hermen eut ics can be applied to 
support the theory of ‘the oneness of being’. In fact, with respect to 
the latter aim, it engages in a robust defence of the doctrine against 
some famous polem ics in the medi eval period such as the Risāla fī 
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waḥdat al- wujūd by Saʿ d alDīn Taftāzānī (d. 792/1390). Nābulusī 
also states early in the treat ise that the object of his compos i tion is 
to reveal the signi fic ance of the beliefs of the friends of God 
(awliyāʾ), showing their conform ity with the Qur’an and Prophetic 
tradi tion. Indeed, many lines of this treat ise are devoted to 
defend ing Sufism against its detract ors, from the point of view of 
both its hermen eut ics and its doctrines: in the case of the former, 
coun ter ing Ibn Taymiyya’s attacks on Sufi exegesis, and of the latter, 
refut ing accus a tions of panthe ism levelled against teach ings of  
Ibn ʿArabī in a critique of his Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam, entitled Fāḍiḥāt 
al- mulhidīn.79

Nābulusī defines two kinds of Qur’anic exegesis: the first being 
conven tional, tradi tion based inter pret a tion, the histor ical and 
theo lo gical import ance of which he under lines; and the second 
being that of the Sufis, which is divinely inspired and can come in 
the form of ‘an inex haust ible eman a tion to the hearts of great 
mystics’. There are two caveats attached to what Nābulusī terms the 
‘open hermen eutic’ of the Sufis: one is the acknow ledge ment that 
the esoteric cannot exist in isol a tion from the exoteric, and the 
other, that no one inter pret a tion should be regarded as repres ent  
 ing the only possible meaning of a verse. Turning his atten tion to 
the muḥkam and mutashābi hāt verses in the Qur’an, Nābulusī 
expresses the opinion that, from the stand point of rational know
ledge, the meaning of the mutashābi hāt can be known only to God. 
However, an under stand ing of their meaning may be granted as a 
divine gift to great mystics. In all these hermen eut ical prin ciples he 
appears to be follow ing a Ghazalian/Ashʿarī theo lo gical approach.

A substan tial portion of Nābulusī’s al-Wujūd al-ḥaqq is devoted 
to expound ing the differ ence between Absolute Eternal Being and 
created being, drawing on key Qur’anic verses which he inter prets 
in a partic u lar way as part of his discourse. Aladdin sees Nābulusī’s 
doctrines as consist ing of a synthesis of the thought of Ibn ʿArabī, 
Ashʿarī theo logy and later Shādhilī thought, as exem pli fied by ʿAlī 
Wafā (d. 807/1405). In addi tion, the influ ence of ʿAyn alQuḍāt 
alHamadhānī (d. 526/1131) and Qūnawī is also evident in his work.

In Chapter Fourteen, we return to the subject of eschat o logy. 
Mahmut Ay looks at the way this subject is treated in the Qur’an 
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comment ary of the Moroccan Sufi of the Darqāwī order, Ibn ʿAjība 
(d. 1224/1809). Entitled al-Baḥr al- madīd, this comment ary on the 
whole Qur’an is made up of discrete sections of exoteric and esoteric 
inter pret a tions, with the esoteric sections being intro duced as 
‘ishāra’ (‘the allu sion’, or ‘what is indic ated’ by the verses).

In his study, Ay focuses on all aspects of Islamic eschat o logy: 
death, the Resurrection, the Hereafter, the Day of Judgement, 
Paradise with its differ ent levels and the beatific vision of God, and 
Hell with all its punish ments. He provides some back ground on the 
conven tional or exoteric under stand ing of these events before 
examin ing in detail Ibn ʿAjība’s esoteric inter pret a tions of them. 
The examples that Ay cites indic ate that in the ishāra sections of his 
comment ary Ibn ʿAjība consist ently inter prets these aspects of 
eschat o logy alleg or ic ally as refer ences to the spir itual journey or to 
mystical exper i ence. Death, for example, is under stood as the death 
of soul, self or ego (nafs), whereas resur rec tion (qiyāma) is, mystic
ally speak ing, gnosis (maʿrifa), by which God brings a person to a 
life that cannot be followed by any death. All that is to be anti ci  
pated in the Hereafter can, accord ing to Ibn ʿAjība, be exper i enced 
in the here and now, includ ing a form of beatific vision of God. 
Moreover, there is a correl a tion and continu ity between this world 
and the next. Thus, regard ing the two para dises, that of orna ment 
(jannat al- zakhārif), granted in his view to the gener al ity of 
Muslims, and that of gnosis (jannat al- ma āʿrif), the preserve of the 
elite, Ibn ʿAjība states that the para dise of gnosis begins in this life, 
while hell fire is exper i enced in this life spir itu ally, as the fire of 
separ a tion and veiling (from God) and in the next as a phys ical fire.

The al-Baḥr al- madīd mani fests the matur ity of both the trad  
ition of Sufi exegesis and Sufi thought. Whilst firmly estab lish ing 
his own liter ary style and set of terms, Ibn ʿAjība draws freely on the 
exeget ical works of his Sufi fore bears, such as the very differ ent 
comment ar ies of Qushayrī and Rūzbihān, and also cites the views 
of Ibn ʿArabī and ʿAbd alKarīm alJīlī (d. 832/1428), although he is 
not in agree ment with all of their eschat o lo gical doctrines.

The fifteenth and final chapter brings us to the modern period 
and exam ines the most influ en tial and schol arly Shi‘i comment 
 ary  of the twen ti eth century, al-Mīzān fī tafsīr al-Qurʾān by the 
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philo sopher of Qum, Sayyid Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabāʾī  
(d. 1981). His volu min ous exegesis follows a regular struc ture for 
each section of the scrip ture: a consid er a tion of language and other 
views both exoteric and esoteric, an expos i tion of his own posi tions, 
and then the cita tion of Hadith as an author ity that further corrob
or ates his posi tions. This method mirrors the philo soph ical method 
of Mullā Ṣadrā, whose works he taught and whose comment ator he 
was famed as being. Ṭabāṭabāʾī claims to approach the Qur’an 
through an intra textual method known as tafsīr al-Qur āʾn bi’l-
Qur āʾn, which involves using one Qur’anic verse or passage to 
clarify and interpret another, to pay atten tion to the appar ent 
linguistic sense of the words, and to avoid a process of ‘adapt ing’ the 
words of the Qur’an to the precon cep tions and intel lec tual form a
tion of the exegete, which he terms taṭbīq (eisegesis). In the intro
duc tion to the exegesis, Ṭabāṭabāʾī argues strongly against eisegesis, 
and is crit ical of both philo soph ical and Sufi comment ar ies and 
taʾwīl works for their impos i tion upon the text. This might well 
indic ate the oppos i tion that he faced in the semin ary to his teach ing. 
Ehteshami and Rizvi argue that Ṭabāṭabāʾī’s own intel lec tual for 
m a tion, and to some extent some of his works such as Risālat 
al- walāya, demon strate how he priv ileges the esoteric, which in his 
case means apply ing to the text the learned Shi‘i and philo soph ical 
wisdom he has acquired. One signi fic ant implic a tion of the study is 
that an esoteric approach may simply comprise the applic a tion of a 
learned train ing and form a tion, with its precon cep tions, to the text. 
This would be in contra dis tinc tion to a Sufi approach, with its 
presumed personal and direct engage ment with the revel a tion.

NOT E S

 1 Jalāl alDīn Rūmī, Mathnawī, Book III, lines 4244–9, ed. with trans la tion and 
comment ary by Reynold A. Nicholson as The Mathnawí of Jalálu’ddín Rúmí 
(London, 1925–40), vol. IV, p. 237, with one amend ment. The extract is from a 
section bearing the title: ‘Commentary on the tradi tion of Muṣṭafá 
[Mohammed], on whom be peace, that the Qur’án hath an exter ior (sense) and 
an interior (sense), and that its interior (sense) hath an interior sense (and so 
on) to seven interior (senses)’.

 2 Abū Ḥāmid alGhazālī famously wrote an antiIsmaili polemic entitled 
Faḍāʾih al- bāṭin iyya, ed. Otto Pretzl as Die Streitschrift des Ġazālī gegen die 
Ibāḥīja (Munich, 1933); for a discus sion, see Farouk Mitha, al-Ghazālī and the 
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Ismailis: A Debate on Reason and Authority in Medieval Islam (London, 2001) 
and Farhad Daftary, The Ismāʿīlīs: Their History and Doctrines (Cambridge, 
2007), pp. 8–10. The nature of Ismaili exegesis is discussed in chapters 5 and 7 
of this book and in section III of this intro duc tion.

 3 For a summary of Hanegraaff’s approach, see his entry ‘Esotericism’ in Wouter 
Hanegraaff, ed., Dictionary of Gnosis and Western Esotericism (Leiden, 2006), 
pp.  336–40, his recent Esotericism and the Academy: Rejected Knowledge in 
Western Culture (Cambridge, 2012), and Western Esotericism: A Guide for the 
Perplexed (London, 2013). Antoine Faivre’s posi tion is neatly summar ised in 
his Access to Western Esotericism (Albany, NY, 1994). Cf. Michael Bergrunder, 
‘What is Esotericism? Cultural Studies Approaches and the Problem of 
Definition in Religious Studies’, Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 22 
(2010), pp. 9–36.

 4 Our use of the word ‘Sufi’ to desig nate ‘a proponent of Islamic mysti cism’ or 
‘relat ing to Islamic mysti cism’ is discussed in section II of this intro duc tion.

 5 Kāshānī exem pli fies a tran scend ing of confes sional bound ar ies between Sunni 
and Shi‘a, and intel lec tual fluid ity that existed during certain periods of 
Islamic history, as can be seen, for example, during the Timurid dynasty. This 
was partic u larly fostered by Sufism.

 6 Perhaps the most famous Shi‘i Sufi comment ary is the Bayān al- saʿāda of 
Sulṭān ʿAlī Shāh Gunābādī (d. 1909).

 7 On the signi fic ance of the philo soph ical and theo lo gical substrate of Rāzī’s 
comment ary, see Tariq Jaffer, Rāzī: Master of Quranic Interpretation and 
Theological Reasoning (New York, 2015).

 8 Abū Isḥāq alThaʿlabī, al-Kashf wa’l- bayān ʿan tafsīr al-Qurʾān, ed. Abū 
Muḥammad b. ʿAshūr and Naẓīr alSāʾidī (Beirut, 2002). On mystical inter
pret a tion in this work, see Walid A. Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsīr 
Tradition: The Qurʾān Commentary of al-Thaʿlabī (d. 427/1035) (Leiden and 
Boston, 2004), pp. 151 ff., and 167 ff.

 9 Significantly, Saleh notes (Formation, p. 153): ‘. . . the incor por a tion of mystical 
mater ial into alThaʿlabī’s comment ary demon strates more than any other act 
his determ in a tion to produce a compre hens ive antho lo gical comment ary, a 
comment ary that leaves out nothing of the tradi tion of inter pret a tion – apart 
from the Muʿtazilite approach which he considered to be beyond the pale.’

10 For a discus sion of the term taʾwīl, as well as other terms related to esoteric 
inter pret a tion, see pp. 17 ff.

11 Henry Corbin, Face de Dieu, face de l’homme (Paris, 1983), pp. 43–4; idem, Le 
para doxe du monothéisme (Paris, 1981); idem, En Islam iranien: Aspects 
spirituels et philo sophiques. Volume I: Le shīʿisme duodéci m ain (Paris, 1971–2), 
pp. 3–51.

12 Steven Wasserstrom, Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea Eliade, 
and Henry Corbin at Eranos (Princeton, NJ, 1999), pp. 239–41.

13 On Mullā Ṣadrā’s date of death, see section 1.1 in Sajjad Rizvi, ‘Mulla Sadra’, in 
Edward N. Zalta, ed., The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Summer 2009 
Edition), http://plato.stan ford.edu/archives/sum2009/entries/mulla sadra/.

14 Jane Dammen McAuliffe, ‘Qurʾānic Hermeneutics: The Views of Ṭabarī and 
Ibn Kathīr’, in Andrew Rippin, ed., Approaches to the History of the 
Interpretation of the Qurʾān (Oxford, 1988), pp. 46–62.
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15 A useful survey of approaches, focused on the expli cit inten tions of the authors 
cited in their intro duc tions, is examined in Karen Bauer, ed., Aims, Methods 
and Contexts of Qur’anic Exegesis (2nd/8th-9th/15th C.) (Oxford, 2013).

16 The terms ẓāhir and bāṭin also appear in Q. 6:120, concern ing the outward and 
inward aspects of sin, in Q. 31:20, regard ing outer and inner favours granted by 
God, and in Q. 57:13, where a wall separ at ing the hypo crites from the believ ers 
in the Hereafter is mentioned, the inner side of which will be of mercy and the 
outer side, doom. Citations of the Qur’an in this Introduction are slightly 
modi fied from Marmaduke Pickthall’s trans la tion (origin ally published as The 
Meaning of the Glorious Koran. An Explanatory Translation [New York and 
London, 1930]).

17 For a discus sion of this hadith and others of partic u lar relev ance to the esoteric 
inter pret a tion of the Qur’an, and of ways that they were inter preted by  
some exoteric and esoteric comment at ors, see Kristin Zahra Sands, Ṣūfī 
Commentaries on the Qurʾān in Classical Islam (London, 2006), pp. 8–13. On 
the rela tion ship between these hadiths and the concept of levels of meaning in 
the Qur’an, see Gerhard Böwering, ‘The Scriptural “Senses” in Medieval Ṣūfī 
Qurʾān Exegesis’, in Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Barry D. Walfish and Joseph W. 
Goering, eds, With Reverence for the Word: Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Oxford, 2003), pp. 346–65. See also Annabel 
Keeler, Sufi Hermeneutics: The Qur’an Commentary of Rashīd al-Dīn Maybudī 
(Oxford, 2006), pp. 69–74.

18 Sahl b. ʿAbd Allāh alTustarī, Tafsīr al-Qurʾān al-ʿaẓīm, ed. Muḥammad Bāsil 
ʿUyyūn alSūd as Tafsīr al-Tustarī (Beirut, 2002), p. 16; tr. (with minor amend
ments) Annabel Keeler and Ali Keeler as Tafsīr al-Tustarī (Louisville, KY, 
2011), p.  2; similar wording is found narrated from the fifth Shi‘i imam 
Muḥammad alBāqir in Abū’lNaḍr alʿAyyāshī, Tafsīr al- Aʿyyāshī, ed. Sayyid 
Hāshim Rasūlī Maḥallātī (Beirut, 1991), vol. I, p. 11. For a discus sion of the 
reading maṭlaʿ versus muṭṭalaʿ, see Josef van Ess, Die Gedankenwelt des ḥāriṯ 
al-Muḥāsibī (Bonn, 1961), p. 210.

19 See, for example, Abū Ḥāmid alGhazālī’s comment on this hadith, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm 
al- dīn (Beirut, 2005), Part 1, Book 8, Kitāb Ādāb tilāwat al-Qurʾān, ch. 4, vol. I, 
p. 383; tr. Muhammad Abul Quasem as The Recitation and Interpretation of the 
Qur’an: Al-Ghazali’s Theory (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 1979), pp. 87–8.

20 Another famous narra tion, mentioned by Rūmī (see this intro duc tion, n. 1) 
speaks of the Qur’an having a ẓāhir/ẓahr and a bāṭin/baṭn, and this bāṭin/baṭn 
having seven further levels of inner meaning. See Abū Jaʿfar alKulaynī, 
al-Kāfī, ed. ʿAlī Akbar alGhaffārī (Tehran, 1962), vol. I, p. 374; Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ, 
Kitāb ādāb, ch. 4, vol. I, p. 346; Sayyid Ḥaydar Āmulī, al-Muḥīṭ al- aʿẓam wa’l- 
baḥr al- khiḍam, ed. Sayyid Muḥsin Mūsawī Tabrīzī (Tehran, 2001), vol. I, 
p. 203; Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī, Mafātīḥ al- ghayb, ed. Najafqulī Ḥabībī (Tehran, 
2007), vol. I, p. 65.

21 Cited in Sulamī, ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr, ed. Paul Nwyia as ‘Le tafsīr mystique attribué 
à Ǧaʿfar Ṣādiq’, Mélanges de l’Université Saint-Joseph 43 (1967), pp. 179–230, at 
p. 188; cf. Āmulī, al-Muḥīṭ al- aʿẓam, vol. I, p. 205; Muḥsin Fayḍ Kāshānī, Tafsīr 
al-Ṣāfī fī tafsīr al-Qurʾān, ed. Ḥusayn alAʿlamī (Beirut and Tehran, 1979), vol. 
I, p. 19. Jaʿfar alṢādiq’s comments on the Qur’an as cited in Sulamī’s ḥaqāʾīq 
al- tafsīr have now been trans lated into English by Farhana Mayer as Spiritual 



41

Introduction

Gems: The Mystical Qur’an Commentary Ascribed to Imam Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, as 
Contained in Sulamī’s Ḥaqāʾiq al tafsīr (Louisville, KY, 2011).

22 In fact, the terms ʿāmm / ʿ awāmm and khāṣṣ / khawāṣṣ have also been employed 
more widely in Islamic texts to indic ate those who are and those who are not 
groun ded in the exoteric sciences, which is perhaps why Ghazālī could apply 
the term ʿ awāmm with some irony to the schol ars of exoteric sciences, reflect ing 
their lack of under stand ing with regard to mystic ally exper i enced or esoteric 
know ledge. See Ghazālī, Iljām al-ʿawāmm ʿan ʿilm al- kalām, ed. Muḥammad 
M. alBaghdādī (Beirut, 1985), p. 67.

23 Notwithstanding the fact that the word taʾwīl is already used in the wider sense 
of inter pret a tion and explan a tion in the Qur’an, as, for example in the inter
pret a tion of dreams or events (e.g. Q. 12:6, 21, 36, 37, 44, 45, 100 and 101; Q. 
18:78 and 82); and of the Qur’an (e.g. Q. 3:7), and was used inter change ably 
with the word tafsīr by many exegetes, includ ing Ṭabarī and Bayḍāwī, simply 
to mean inter pret a tion. On taʾwīl, see I. Poonawala, ‘Taʾwīl’, EI2, vol. X, 
pp. 390–92; see also Henry Corbin, Avicenne et le récit vision naire: étude sur le 
cycle des récits aviciennes (Paris, 1979), pp. 32 ff et passim.

24 This is why Süleyman Ateş named his study of Sufi inter pret a tion Tafsīr ishārī 
– İşârî tefsir okulu (Ankara, 1974). See also Sands, Ṣūfī Commentaries on the 
Qurʾān, pp. 35–41.

25 On this sine qua non of esoteric inter pret a tion in Sufi exegesis, see Sands, Ṣūfī 
Commentaries on the Qurʾān, pp. 61–2; Keeler, Sufi Hermeneutics, pp. 55–7.

26 alṢaffār alQummī (d. 290/903), Baṣāʾir al- darajāt, ed. Sayyid Muḥammad 
Bāqir alAbṭaḥī (Qum, n.d.), vol. II, p. 952, hadith no. 5.

27 A some what similar text also repor ted from Jaʿfar alṢādiq states: ‘People are of 
four kinds: those who have a share of the outward and the inward and they are 
those rooted in know ledge (al- rāsikhūn fī’ l-ʿilm), those who have a share in 
neither and they are disbe liev ers, those who have a share of the outward 
without the inward and they are those veiled in dark ness adher ing only to 
proph ecy without the imamate, and those who have a share of the inward 
without the outward and they are the wise fools (al-ʿuqalāʾ al- majānīn).’ See 
Rajab Bursī (d. 814/1411), Mashāriq anwār al- yaqīn fī asrār amīr al- muʾminīn 
(Beirut, 1982), p. 52.

28 The illu min a tion and awe that arise from this contem pla tion is further illus
trated in other hadiths, includ ing one in which the Prophet is repor ted in Shi‘i 
sources as saying about the Qur’an: ‘its outward is elegant and its inner is deep, 
wherein is a kernel, and a kernel within a kernel, and one cannot enumer ate its 
marvels nor encom pass its wonders’. See Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, vol. II, p.  238; 
ʿAyyāshī, Tafsīr, vol. I, p. 2.

29 Even verses of a legis lat ive nature could be inter preted esoter ic ally, as can be 
seen, for example, in Qushayrī’s Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt, from his comment on Q. 
2:217 concern ing the sacred month, or Q. 2:230 concern ing divorce, though 
Qushayrī does precede these inter pret a tions with exoteric explan a tions.

30 For a discus sion of various versions of this hadith and others similar, see Abū 
Jaʿfar alṬabarī, Jāmiʿ al- bayān ʿan taʾwīl āy al-Qurʾān, ed. Maḥmūd 
Muḥammad Shākir and Aḥmad Muḥammad Shākir (Cairo, 1955–69), vol. I, 
pp.  68ff; tr. John Cooper as The Commentary on the Qurʾān (Oxford, 1987), 
pp.  29–31. In other hadiths cited by Ṭabarī, the word ḥarf (pl. aḥruf ) is 



Annabel Keeler and Sajjad Rizvi

42

under stood to mean ‘mode of recit a tion’ or dialect; see Jamiʿ al- bayān, vol. I, 
pp. 21–67; tr. Cooper, pp. 16–28.

31 Though Muʿtazilī comment at ors and others who sought to main tain God’s 
tran scend ence above all compar ison with creatures and anthro po morph ism 
(tashbīh) also inter preted these verses meta phor ic ally.

32 For a compar ison of Sufi inter pret a tions of Q. 24:35, see Gerhard Böwering, 
‘The Light Verse: Qurʾānic Text and Ṣūfī Interpretation’, Oriens 36 (2001), 
pp.  113–44; Sands, Ṣūfī Commentaries on the Qurʾān, pp.  110–35. On Abū 
Ḥāmid alGhazālī’s Mishkat al- anwār, see Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazālī 
and the Qur’ān: One Book, Many Meanings (London and New York, 2007), 
Chapter 6.

33 See also, Steffen Stelzer, ‘“Serving from Afar”: Jalaluddin Rumi on the Adab of 
Interpreting the Qur’an’, in Nuha Alshaar, ed. The Qur’an and Adab: The 
Shaping of Literary Traditions in Classical Islam (Oxford, forth com ing).

34 On ʿilm al- mukāshafa, see Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ, Book 1, Kitāb al-ʿIlm, ch. 2, pp. 28–9; 
tr. Nabih Amin Faris as The Book of Knowledge (Lahore, 1962), p. 47; Mullā 
Ṣadrā, Mafātīḥ al- ghayb, vol. I, pp. 234–470.

35 On the use of the term Sufi and other desig na tions in Islamic mysti cism in the 
fourth/tenth to fifth/elev enth centur ies, see Richard Bulliet, The Patricians of 
Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History (Cambridge, MA, 1972), 
pp. 41–2; Jacqueline Chabbi, ‘Remarques sur le dévelop pe ment historique des 
mouve ments ascétiques et mystiques au Khurasan: IIIe/IXe siècle – IVe/Xe 
siècle’, Studia Islamica 46 (1977), pp. 5–72, at pp. 20, 29ff; Nasrollah Pourjavady, 
‘Manbaʿī kuhan dar bāb i Malāmatiyān i Nīshāpūr’, Maʿārif 15, nos 1–2 
(Farwardīn–Ābān 1377/November 1998), pp.  3–50, at pp.  12–13. See also 
Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative Period (Edinburgh, 2007), 
Chapter 3.

36 Interestingly, an earlier treat ise on Sufism, the Tahdhīb al- asrār fī uṣūl 
al- taṣawwuf by the Nishapuri Abū Saʿd alKhargūshī (d. 406/1015) contains a 
chapter which distin guishes between the sayings and deeds of the malāmatiyya 
and those of Sufis; see Abū Saʿd alKhargūshī, Tahdhīb al- asrār, ed. Saʿīd 
Muḥammad ʿAlī (Beirut, 2006), pp. 24–6. Hujwīrī (d. between 465/1072–3 and 
469/1077), in his Persian treat ise, Kashf al- maḥjūb, includes a chapter on ‘The 
Way of Blame’: Persian text, ed. Maḥmūd ʿIbādī (Tehran, 2004), pp. 85–94; tr. 
Reynold A. Nicholson as The Kashf al- maḥjūb: The Oldest Persian Treatise on 
Sufism (Leiden and London, 1911), pp. 62–9), in which he states that ‘the Path 
of Blame has been trodden by some Sufi shaykhs’. Neither of these two works 
have chapters on futuwwa, however.

37 Two seminal works on the early contrib ut ors to Sufi exegesis are: Louis 
Massignon’s Essai sur les origines du lexique tech nique de la mystique musul-
mane (Paris, 1922), tr. Benjamin Clark as Essay on the Origin of the Technical 
Language of Islamic Mysticism (Notre Dame, IN, 1997); and Paul Nwyia’s 
Exégèse cora nique et langage mystique: Nouvel essai sur le lexique tech nique des 
mystiques musul mans (Paris and Beirut, 1970).

38 Sulamī’s ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr has been edited and published (exclud ing Sura 12) by 
Sayyid ʿImrān (Beirut, 1421/2001). Comments attrib uted to Jaʿfar alṢādiq have 
been extrac ted and published by Paul Nwyia in ‘Le tafsīr mystique attribué à 
Ǧaʿfar Ṣādiq’; the comments of Ibn ʿAṭāʾ in idem, ed., Trois oeuvres inédites de 
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mystiques musul manes: Shaqīq Balkhī, Ibn Aʿṭā, Niffārī (Beirut, 1973); 
and comments attrib uted to Ḥallāj in the ḥaqāʾiq have been assembled by 
Louis Massignon and are published in his Essai sur les origines du lexique tech-
nique de la mystique musul mane. All these extracts have been reprin ted in 
Nasrollah Pourjavady, ed., Majmūʿah- yi āthār- i Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī 
(Tehran, 1369 Sh./1990). Sulamī’s Ziyādāt ḥaqāʾiq al- tafsīr has been edited by 
Gerhard Böwering (Beirut, 1995). On Sulamī’s Haqāʾiq al- tafsīr, see Gerhard 
Böwering, ‘The Qurʾān Commentary of alSulamī’, in Wael B. Hallaq and 
Donald P. Little, eds, Islamic Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams (Leiden, 
1991), pp. 41–56.

39 This comment ary, as it is repres en ted in the earli est extant manu scripts, 
already contains a number of inser tions made by Tustarī’s disciples and others. 
Such inser tions include anec dotes, exeget ical prooftexts and the comment ary 
on a poem. On the struc ture and compil a tion of Tustarī’s comment ary, see 
Böwering, The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: The Qurʾānic 
Hermeneutics of the Ṣūfī Sahl at-Tustarī (d. 283/896) (Berlin and New York, 
1980), pp. 128–35.

40 That is to say, Sulamī’s two comment ar ies (the ḥaqāʾiq and Ziyāda) set a 
preced ent for compos ing a Qur’an comment ary entirely devoted to the esoteric 
inter pret a tions of Muslim mystics, even though most Sufi comment at ors also 
include some exoteric inter pret a tions along side the esoteric ones. Jamal Elias, 
‘Ṣūfī tafsīr Reconsidered: Exploring the Development of a Genre’, Journal of 
Qur’anic Studies 12, nos 1–2 (2010), pp.  41–55, has recently ques tioned the 
effic acy and accur acy of the term ‘Sufi tafsīr’ to denote a genre. While he is 
quite correct to note the prob lems that may arise out of the use of the term 
‘esoteric’ (as we have considered in section I of this intro duc tion), any strict 
categor isa tion based on essen tial features is a diffi cult tool for mapping being 
and know ledge; rather, categor ies and the bound ar ies between them remain 
some what porous. The simple, common sense approach is to argue that most 
people under stand what a Sufi comment ary is even within its diversity of 
approaches, which is precisely what we are trying to invest ig ate in this volume.

41 A number of early texts have been published recently: Gerhard Böwering and 
Bilal Orfali, eds, Sufi Treatises of Abū Aʿbd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī (d. 412/1021) 
(Beirut, 2009); idem, eds, Sufi Inquiries and Interpretations of Abū Aʿbd 
al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī and a Treatise of Traditions by Ismāʿīl al-Naysābūrī 
(Beirut, 2010); Bilal Orfali and Nada Saab, eds, Sufism, Black and White: A 
Critical Edition of Kitāb al bayāḍ wa’l sawād by Abū-l-ḥasan al-Sirjānī 
(Leiden, 2012); Gerhard Böwering and Bilal Orfali, eds, The Comfort of the 
Mystics: A Manual and Anthology of Sufism (Leiden, 2013). Al-Bayāḍ wa’l- 
sawād by Abū’lḤasan alSīrjānī (d. ca. 470/1077) has also been edited by 
Mohsen Pourmokhtar and Nasrollah Pourjavady, and jointly published by the 
Iranian Institute of Philosophy and the Research Unit for the Intellectual 
History of the Islamicate World (Berlin and Tehran, 2011).

42 On Qushayrī’s Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt, see also Martin Nguyen, Sufi Master and 
Qur’an Scholar: Abū’l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī and the Laṭāʾif al ishārāt (Oxford, 
2012); Annabel Keeler, ‘Ṣūfī tafsīr as a Mirror: Qushayrī the murshid in his 
Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 8, no. 1 (2006), pp. 1–21; Kristin 
Zahra Sands, ‘On the Subtleties of Method and Style in the Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt of 
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alQushayrī’, Journal of Sufi Studies 2, no. 1 (2012), pp. 7–16. For a discus sion of 
manu scripts that might repres ent the exoteric comment ary of Qushayrī, see 
Martin Nguyen, ‘Al-Tafsīr al- kabīr: An Investigation of alQushayrī’s Major 
Qur’an Commentary’, Journal of Sufi Studies 2, no. 1 (2012), pp. 17–45.

43 For more on Maybudī’s comment ary, see Keeler, Sufi Hermeneutics.
44 See Paul Ballanfat, ‘La prophéto lo gie dans le Aʿyn al-ḥayāt, tafsīr attribué à 

Najm alDīn Kubrā et Najm i Rāzī’, in Geneviève Gobillot, ed., Mystique 
musul mane, parcours en compag nie d’un cher ch eur, Roger Deladrière (Paris, 
2002), pp. 171–395, espe cially pp. 171–8 for his discus sion of the attri bu tion of 
this comment ary; also, idem, ‘Reality and Image in the Tafsīr of Kubrā and 
Rāzī’, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society 35 (2004), pp.  75–108. A 
more recent discus sion of its proven ance may be found in Alan Godlas, 
‘Influences of Qushayrī’s Laṭāʾif al- ishārāt on Sufi Qur’anic Commentaries, 
Particularly Rūzbihān alBaqlī’s Aʿrāʾis al- bayān and the Kubrawī al-Taʾwīlāt 
al- najmiyya’, Journal of Sufi Studies 2, no. 1 (2012), pp. 78–92.

45 That is, Baḥr al-ḥaqāʾiq and Aʿyn al-ḥayāt. See Godlas, ‘Influences’, p. 87.
46 On Simnānī, his hermen eut ics and comment ary, see Jamal J. Elias, The Throne 

Carrier of God: The Life and Thought of Aʿlāʾ ad-Dawla as-Simnānī (Albany, 
NY, 1995); and Henry Corbin, The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism, tr. Nancy 
Pearson (Boulder, CO, 1978). A later notable comment ary of the Kubrawī 
school is the Gharāʾib al-Qurʾān by Niẓām alDīn alḤasan alNīsābūrī 
(d. 729/1329), who included Sufi comments in discrete sections as part of  
an exoteric comment ary. On that comment ary, see Robert Morrison, Islam 
and Science: The Intellectual Career of Niẓām al-Dīn al-Nīsābūrī (London, 
2007).

47 See the new edition of Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam, ed. Sayyid Niẓām alDīn 
Aḥmad alḤusaynī (Cairo, 2015), and for a discus sion of the Qur’anic proph ets, 
Ronald L. Nettler, Sufi Metaphysics and Qurʾānic Prophets: Ibn Aʿrabī’s Thought 
and Method in the Fuṣūṣ alḥikam (Cambridge, 2003).

48 Although it is now thought that Ibn ʿArabī was himself influ enced by the 
Qur’an comment ary of an earlier Sufi of alAndalus, Ibn Barrajān (d. 536/1141). 
See Ateş, İşârî tefsir okulu, pp. 130–31.

49 Ḥusayn Wāʿiẓ Kāshifī, Mawāhib- i ʿaliyya, ed. Sayyid Muḥammad Riḍā Jalālī 
Nāʾinī (Tehran, 1950). See Kristin Zahra Sands, ‘On the Popularity of Husayn 
Vaʿiz i Kashifi’s Mavahib- i ʿaliyya: A Persian Commentary on the Qur’an’, 
Iranian Studies 36 (2003), pp. 469–83.

50 ʿAbd alGhanī alNābulusī (d. 1143/1731), the Ottoman Sufi who is discussed in 
Chapter Thirteen, was also a Naqshbandī as well as a proponent of Ibn ʿArabī’s 
teach ings.

51 See Sajjad Rizvi, ‘The Existential Breath of al- raḥmān and the Munificent 
Grace of al- raḥīm: The Tafsīr Sūrat al-Fātiḥa of Jāmī and the School of Ibn 
ʿArabī’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 8, no. 1 (2006), pp. 58–87.

52 Ḥusayn Wāʿiẓ Kāshifī, Jawāhir al- tafsīr, ed. Javād ʿAbbāsī (Tehran, 2000). Cf. 
İlker Evrim Binbaş, Intellectual Networks in Timurid Iran: Sharaf al-Dīn Aʿlī 
Yazdī and the Islamicate Republic of Letters (Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 2016); Matthew MelvinKoushki, ‘The Quest for a Universal Science: The 
Occult Philosophy of Ṣāʾin alDīn Turka Iṣfahānī (1369–1432) and Intellectual 
Millenarianism in Early Timurid Iran’ (Unpublished PhD disser ta tion, Yale 
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University, 2012); Pierre Lory, ‘Kāshifī’s Asrār- i Qāsimī and Timurid Magic’, 
Iranian Studies 36 (2003), pp. 531–41.

53 Ismāʿīl Ḥaqqī Burūsawī, Ruḥ al-bayān, ed. Aḥmad ʿUbayd ʿInāya (Beirut, 
421/2001). On Burūsawī, see Nurullah Denizer, ‘İşârî tefsirde zâhir bâtın 
ilişkisi: İsmail Hakkı Bursevî örneği’ (Unpublished PhD disser ta tion, Dokuz 
Eylül Üniversitesi, 2014); Ömer Başkan, ‘İsmail Hakkı Bursevi’nin Aile 
Hukukuna İlişkin Ayetleri Yorumu’ (Unpublished PhD disser ta tion, İstanbul 
Üniversitesi, 1998); idem, ‘İrşad Çabasının Tefsire Yansımış Biçimi: Bursevî’nin 
Rûhu’l-Beyân’ı ve Tefsir Yöntemine Dair Bir Değerlendirme’, Din Bilimleri 
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