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CHAPTER 11

Devotion and Metaphysics in a Litany Ascribed to
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani

Gregory Vandamme

1 Introduction: “Sufi Philosophy” in Action

The text presented here belongs to a still relatively under—studied'part O.f the
Sufi textual heritage: devotional literature. In fact, although devotlor}al litera-
ture occupies a much more central place in Sufi practice than doctrinal trea-
tises or collections of learned poetry;! very few translations—and even fewer
analyses—of this vast corpus are available to date.2 One of the reasons for this
is probably to be found in the often rambling, allusive style of these texts, \'/vhose
nature does not at first glance seem amenable to detailed textual analysis. The
text with which we are concerned here, that of the Litany of support (Hizb al-
nasr) attributed to ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/166) is no exc?ptlon. At .ﬁ.rst
glance, it consists of a long imprecation formulated against a series of enmities
from which the reciter of the litany seeks protection through the help of God.
But we shall see that a careful reading of this short litany allows us to perceive
an unexpected theological and metaphysical background, whi.ch contrasts in
many respects with the anti-intellectualism often associated with the figure of

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani and his Hanbali rooting.

1 The devotional literature in question here is that of the textual supports used ritually in the
individual or collective meditation and invocation practices of Sufism, and not the broad
game of poetic genres such as madih, which praise God or prophetic reality, but do not con-
stitute a ritual oration. . )

2 This absence has already been pointed out in McGregor, Richard A., “A Sufi legacy 1n. Tun}lls.
Prayer and the Shadhiliyya,” in I/MES 29.2 (1997), 255—277. However, we must rr{entlon.f e
study by Padwick, Constance E., Muslim devotions: A study of pra)‘ler—manual.s in cqmmor;
use, London: s.P.C.K., 1969. We also find several references to devotional texts in SCh'lmI'.l'le )
Annemarie, And Muhammad is His messenger: The veneration of the Prophet in _Islamtc piety,
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1985. A translation and brief comn;ﬁri-
tary on the prayer for the Prophet (tasliya) attributed to the N‘Ioroccan Sufi .Ibr: .ML}S Z ;
(d. 626/1227) has also been presented by Burckhardt, Titus, ‘La priére d'Tbn Mashish,” in Etu

Traditionnelles 399 (1967), 29-39-
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Where devotional texts are usually only approached from the point of view
of the history of their dissemination or the aesthetics of their reception,? they
are still all too rarely considered as a corpus in its own right for the study of the
metaphysical doctrines of the Sufi tradition. Yet these texts have the advan-
tage of placing their subject matter at the heart of spiritual experience. In this
respect, they undoubtedly constitute a privileged formulation of the mystical
philosophy of Sufism, in that they combine the primacy of mystical experience
and the mode of discursive speculation, which correspond to the two axes of
philosophy such as defined by Pierre Hadot as a way of life centered on spiri-
tual exercises giving rise to philosophical discourse.* In other words, according
to this approach to the history of philosophy, the devotional texts of Sufism
illustrate its proper philosophy, in the sense that the complexity of Sufi philo-
sophical discourse aims above all to account for the complexity of mystical
experience itself. Any philosophical discourse emanating from the Sufi tradi-
tion is therefore not an end in itself, but is first and foremost intended to draw
us back to an experience, to a way of being in the world.

Although the work of Seyyed Hossein Nasr has focused primarily on the
philosophical relevance of the doctrines of the Sufi tradition, the importance of
their experiential and ethical dimension has not escaped him.5 The philosoph-
ical analysis of devotional literature, of which this modest study is more of a

3 As an example, we can mention the recent outstanding works that have been carried out
around the collection of the Dal@’il al-khayrat by al-Jaziili (d. 870/1465), none of which, how-
ever, addresses its doctrinal content as such: Abid, Hiba, “Un concurrent du Coran en Occi-
dent musulman du Xe/xvIe a I'aube du x11e/xVIiIe siecle: les Dald’il al-khayrat d'al-Jazuli;’
in Qs 19.3 (2017), 45-73; Burak, Guy, “Collating the signs of benevolent deeds: Muhammad
Mahdi al-Fast's commentary on Muhammad al-Jazilt's Dal@il al-Khayrat and its Ottoman
readers,” in Philological Encounters 4 (2019), 135-157; Chih, Rachida, “Prophetic piety, mysti-
cism, and authority in premodern Arabic devotional literature: al-Jazuli's Dala’il al-Khayrat
(15th century),” in IJMES 54.3 (2022), 462-483.

4 Hadot, Pierre, Queest-ce que la philosophie antique?, Paris: Gallimard, 1995.
5 See for instance Nasr, Seyyed Hossein, Sufi essays, New York: Schocken Books, 1977; and The

garden of truth, New York: HarperOne, 2007. The practical and ethical implications of pre-
sentation by Nasr of Sufi metaphysical doctrines have been synthesized in Cancelliere, Justin,
“Becoming what one is: Liberative knowledge and human perfection in the writings of Seyyed
Hossein Nasr,” in Bilal Orfali, Atif Khalil, and Mohammed Rustom (eds.), Mysticism and ethics
in Islam, Beirut: American University of Beirut Press, 2022, 461-472. On the integration of
the Sufi tradition into the history of Islamic philosophy in general, see for instance Nasr,
Seyyed Hossein, Islamic philosophy from its origin to the present: Philosophy in the land of
prophecy, Albany: SUNY Press, 2006, 107-108. Nasr refers in this regard to the importance
of his collaboration with Henry Corbin in renewing the approach to Islamic philosophy. It
should be noted that Corbin was particularly insistent on the relevance of devotional for-
mulations to fully grasp the spirit of religious thought. See for example Corbin, Henry, En
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call than a first achievement, should enable us to deepen our understanding of
Sufi doctrines in terms of their own originality. The study of Sufi .thought. v'vould
therefore benefit from approaching the litanies and orations of this tra.dltlor% as
performative formulations of its philosophical doctrines. By actively involving
those who use them as the basis for their spiritual exercises, these texts express
Sufi doctrines in a performative rather than explanatory way.®
The presence of distinctly philosophical terms, in the sense tha%t’they are
borrowed from the developments of the Hellenizing falsafa tradition, usu-
ally through their integration into the technical vocabulary of kalam theology,
often prevents us from considering whatis properly original 'and en('logenous tqz
Sufi thought itself. In other words, the emergence of a “Phllosopl"ucal Sufism/
at the turn of the 6th/12th and 7th/13th centuries, around the axial figures of
Suhrawardi (d. 587/1191) and Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240), often overs‘had.ows the
presence of a “Sufi philosophy” in its own right, whose forfnulat.lon in many
ways precedes the adoption of the vocabulary and concepts inherited from the
philosophy of Avicenna (d. 428/1037). The figure of Junayd (d 298/910) per-
fectly illustrates this ambiguous situation of Sufi philosoplr}y, since we f'jl_lready
find in his work a current and precise use of the terms wujiid and r'naWJuc{, l?ut
taken in an experiential and practical sense.” However, the theological training
of Junayd, who is generally associated with Ibn Kullab (d. '2_41/ 855),' prevents‘ us
from assuming that his use of the terms wyjiid and mawjiid was simply naive,
and that he was unaware of their eminently ontological significance.
The text of the Litany of support presented here contains few vocabulary
elements of properly ontological significance, but we shall see that'the meta-
physical perspective underlying it is not without echoes of .the d‘o.ctrlnal flevel-
opments of Ibn ‘Arabi and his commentators. The uncertain origin c?f thls~t(_ex1‘:
and its debatable attribution to the tutelary figure of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani
allows all sorts of historical hypotheses in the attempt to identify its prove-
nance. It is not, however, this historical question that will primarily interest
us here, and this even though the field of the interpenetrations between the
doctrinal heritage of the Qadiriyya and the work of Ibn ‘Arabi remains to be
explored and certainly constitutes one of the most promising fields of research

in Akbari studies. Rather than proposing a series of answers to the multiple
historical questions raised by such a text, we will instead focus on highlighting
how the example of the Litany of support allows us to question our conceptions
of Sufi philosophy, its formulation and reception.

The Litany of Support and the Polymorphous Development of the
Qadiriyya

The Litany of support is at first glance a rather marginal text in the literary
legacy ascribed to ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani8 Its uncertain origin and its impor-
tance in certain forms of the Qadiriyya illustrate perfectly how polymorphous
and multi-polar the school developed, right from the earliest days of its dis-
semination, both in the East and in the West.® The various hotbeds of the
propagation of the Qadiriyya were thus the occasion for incorporating and for-
malizing doctrinal perspectives that we may legitimately suspect were exoge-
nous to ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilant himself. Although the text of the Litany of support
has, to the best of my knowledge, been exclusively attributed only to al-Jilanj,
it is certainly not part of the very limited corpus that can be considered his
authentic compositions,'® nor does it appear in the long list of—for the most
part apocryphal—works surveyed by Brockelmann.!! On the other hand, it is
found in one of the main compilations of orations and prayers of the Qadiriyya:
al-Fuyudat al-rabbaniyya fi - ma‘athir wa-l-awrad al-Qadiriyya, whose current
version is, however, recent.!2 Depending on the different versions, the text is
sometimes also referred to as the Great litany of support (Hizb al-nasr al-kabir),

On the figure of ‘Abd al-Qadir and hislegacy, see the two recent studies: Held, Pascal, Bagh-
dad during the time of Abd al-Qadir al-filant, Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2022; and Malik,
Hamza, The grey falcon: the life and teaching of Shaykh * Abd al-Qadir al-Jilant, Leiden-
Boston: Brill, 2019.

On the historical problems and open questions surrounding the development of the
Qadiriyya, see Demeerseman, André, Nouveau regard sur la voie spirituelle d"Abd al-Qadir
al-Jilani et sa tradition, Paris: Vrin, 1988; and Zarcone, Thierry, “La Qadiriyya,” in Alexandre
Popovic and Gilles Veinstein (eds.), Les voies dAllah. Les ordres mystiques dans le monde
musulman des origines & aujourd'hui, Paris: Fayard, 1996, 461-467.

The current consensus of academic research considers only al-Ghunya li-talibi tariq al-
haqq, Futih al-ghayb and al-Fath al-rabbani as authentic works. See Held, Baghdad13-23.
Brockelmann, Carl, Geschichte der Arabischen Litteratur, vi, Leiden: Brill, 2008, 560-564.
The available text appears to be a collection produced by the shaykh Isma‘l b. Muham-
mad Sa‘d al-Jilani al-Qadiri of Baghdad, the first edition of which dates from 1864-1865:
al-Fuyadat al-rabbaniyya fi l-ma‘athir wa-l-awrad al-Qadiriyya, Cairo: Mustafa 1-Babi al-
Halabi wa-Awladuhu, 1864-1865, 170-171. All available editions seem to depend on this

islam iranien: Aspects spirituels et philosophiques. Tome 1v, lécole dlIspahan, lécole shaykhie,

le douziéme Imam, Paris: Gallimard, 1973, 452. ‘ ‘ . E
6 See Knysh, Alexander, Sufism: A new history of Islamic mysticism, Princeton: Prm?eton :

versity Press, 2017, 40-43, for a discussion on the different biases involved in studying Sufisft

solely through texts. B - -
7 See the introduction in Junayd, Enseignement spirituel: Traités, lettres, oraisons et seniences

trans. Roger Deladriére, Paris: Sindbad Actes-Sud, 1983.





















