The collected letters of Shaykh Ahmad Sirhind1

by J.G.]. ter Haar

Writing letters has always been a fairly common prac-
tice among Sufis all over the Islamic world. Through
this medium many a shaykh has communicated his
ideas on the mystical path and a wide range of other
topics to his fellow shaykhs, his disciples or novices,
and to laymen. These letters (maktiabar) therefore con-
stitute an important source for the study of Islamic
mysticism!.

The letters written by the well-known Indian shaykh
Ahmad Sirhindi (1564-1624), the renewer of the second
millennium’ (mujaddid-i alf-i thani), as he is commonly
called, and the founding father of the Mujaddidl
branch of the Nagshbandi order, consist of three
volumes, often collectively referred to as the Makribat-
i Imam-i Rabbani*. The process of collecting and
editing these letters started already during his lifetime.
Four of his disciples successively acted as editors and
performed this task in constant consultation with their
master and spiritual guide and under his surveillance.
They numbered the letters and wrote a foreword both
for each single letter and for the volume as a whole?.
In the foreword for each letter the editor mentions the
name of the addressee and gives a short summary of
the contents of the letter. In the foreword of each of
the three volumes the name of the editor is given, the
year in which the volumes were compiled and the
number of the letters included in the respective volume.
The first volume which was edited by Yar Muhammad
al-Jadid al-Badakhshant al-Taligani, contains 313 let-
ters, this number being chosen by Sirhindi since it
corresponds with the number of the prophets and with
the number of those who fought alongside of the
prophet Muhammad during the battle of Badr*. These
letters are written between 1008/1599 and 1025/1616-
17, the former date being the year in which Sirhindi
met the Nagshbandi shaykh Muhammad Baqi bi’llah
(d. 1603) who initiated him in this mystical brother-
hood, and the latter date the year in which this volume
was compiled and divulged under the chronogramma-
tic title Durr al-ma'rifat. The editor of the second
volume was “Abd al-Hayy b. Khwaja Cakar Hisar1. It
contains 99 letters, a number corresponding with the
number of God’s Most Beautiful Names, and was
published in the year 1028 / 1618-19. The work of
collecting and editing the third volume was begun by
Muhammad al-Nu'man b. Shams al-Din Yahya and
completed by Muhammad Hashim Kishm1 in the year
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1031 ;/ 1521-22. This volume contains 114 letters, a
number corresponding with the number of the chapters
(suras) of the Qur'an. According to the oldest biogra-
phy of Sirhindl, Zubdat al-Magamar, written by the
same Muhammad Hashim Kishmi., another volume
was to appear, volume four, containing letters written
after the conclusion of the third volume. This plan,
however, was thwarted by the death of Sirhindi. There-
fore, these letters — ‘whose number had not yet
reached fourteen’, as the biographer puts it — were
added to the third volume?.

The interest of people, especially of course the mem-
bers of the Mujaddidi branch of the Nagshbandt order,
in the ideas of Ahmad Sirhindi led to a fairly conti-
nuous production of copies of his collected letters
starting quite soon after his death in 1624. The manu-
scripts so far available date from the middle of the
17th century and from 18th and 19th centuries, and
printed editions were published from the last quarter
of the 19th century onwards. The manuscripts quite
often comprise only one or two volumes of the collec-
ted letters whereas the printed editions mostly have all
three of them. The oldest manuscript — containing
only the first two volumes — is found in the library of
the Iran-Pakistan Institute of Persian Studies in Islam-
abad. It is dated 14 Muharram 1056 / 16 November
1654, that is twenty years after the death of Sirhindi®.
This library possesses another manuscript of the first
two volumes dated 7 Ramadan 1100 / 25 June 16897,
The library of the Muslim University of Aligarh has a
manuscript of the second and third volumes dated 16
Muharram 1098 / 12 December 1686. Preserved in the
library of the Indian Institute of Islamic Studies in
New Delhi is a manuscript of volume I, dating from
the year 1121/1709-10. The library of Cambridge Uni-
versity possesses a manuscript of only volume III,
dated Muharram 1150 / May 17388. Ten years youn-
ger — dating from 1160/1747 — is a manuscript in the
library of Dacca University. This manuscript also
comprises only volume I11°. In the library of the India
Office a copy of volume I is kept, which is dated 29
Dhu I-Hijja 1188 / 2 March 1775'°. Dating from the
18th century is a manuscript in the Oriental Public
Library of Bankipore, which comprises only the
second volume. Another manuscript of the second
volume in the same library dates from the 19th cen-
tury!!. Dating from the 18th century is a manuscript
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in the library of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, compri-
sing only the third volume'2. The first lithographed
edition of the Maktabat — containing all three volumes
— was published in Delhi in 1288 /187113, The well-
known Nawal Kishur Press in Lucknow (established in
185814) published the letters of Sirhindi at least six
times between 1877 and 1913!5. The Nagshbandi-
Mujaddidi shaykh Nir Ahmad (died 13 Sha‘ban 1348 /
14 January 1930 ) published an edition in Amritsar in
nine fascicules, the first of which is dated Jumada al-
Ula 1327 / May-June 1909 and the last Jumada al-Ula
1334 + March-April 1916. Afterwards, two reprints of
this edition have been published; the first one in
Lahore between 1964 and 19711°, and the second one,
a photomechanical reprint, was published in Istanbul
in 1977.

The textual tradition of the Maktiabat shows a high
degree of consistency. In all manuscripts and printed
editions are found, as far as I have been able to
ascertain, the same number of letters. at least for the
first and second volumes as a whole and for the first
114 letters of the third volume!”. The major inconsis-
tency concerns those letters of Sirhindi that were added
to the third volume after his death.

First of all, there is the problem of the exact number
of these letters. If we are to take the above-quoted
words of the biographer concerning the number of
these later letters literally, namely that their number
had not yet reached fourteen, it would mean that to
the original 114 letters another thirteen were added,
making a total of 127. However, the manuscript in the
library of the Muslim University of Aligarh (dating
from 1686 ) and the one in the library of Cambridge
University, which dates from 1738, have only 123
letters'®. Three more manuscripts of volume III, pre-
served in the library of the Muslim University of
Aligarh and unfortunately not dated, also have 123
letters. The manuscript in the library of Dacca Univer-
sity, which dates from 1747, has 124 letters, but a
marginal note, accompanying letter No. 124, and
signed by a certain “Abdullah, says on the authority of
Muhammad Hashim Kishmi that this letter was not
addressed to anyone in particular but was actually
written by Muhammad Ma‘siim, Sirhindi’s son. It
recorded, the note says, a mystical experience during
Sirhindtr’s last illness which he could not write down
and which he had therefore asked his son to record!'®.

Secondly, none of the nine letters which the two
oldest manuscripts add to the original 114 of the third
volume have a foreword and, therefore, no name of
addressee of these letters is given. Thirdly, letter No.
115 is identical with letter No. 40 of the original
volume I1I. Finally, there are three letters containing
Sirhindi’s commentary on certain passages from
"Awarif al-ma‘arif, the famous work on the theory and
practice of Sufism by Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi.
According to his biographers, Sirhindi was asked by
some of his learned contemporaries to write a

commentary on this work?°. In compliance with this
request he started to write his commentary, but never
finished it. It is possible that the part he was able to
finish has been preserved in the letters.

In the printed editions this major inconsistency in
the textual tradition of the Maktabat is smoothed
away, to some degree at least. In all editions an
addressee is given to the letters added to the third
volume after Sirhindr’s death?!. But they differ as far
as the total number of letters in the third volume is
concerned. Depending, obviously, on the manuscript(s)
they are based upon, these editions have either 123 or
124 letters. The Lucknow edition of 1913 has 123
letters and the Amritsar edition of 1909-1916 has 124
letters. The editor of this last edition acknowledges
that, according to Muhammad Ma‘stum, letter No. 124
1s not authentic, but, he adds, since the letter is found
in some manuscripts, ‘we have included it and made it
the seal of the Maktabar?*’.

The Amritsar edition of the Makribat is interesting
since it provides us with some information about the
way in which the editor. Niir Ahmad, acquitted himself
of his editorial duties. He began, we are told, by
collecting as many manuscripts of the Maktiabar as he
could. An Arabic translation was sent to him from
Mecca and he went to Delhi and to Sirhind in order to
consult the manuscripts available there?3. Nur Ahmad
himself states that the text has been collated from
many manuscripts, some of which date back to the
time of Sirhindi, and that in cases of discrepancy no
manuscript has been neglected. It is very unfortunate,
however, that he does not give more detailed informa-
tion on the manuscripts he collected. Nor does he
specify which manuscript he followed in cases of diver-
ging variant readings. He does state explicitly, how-
ever, that only in a very few cases emendations proved
to be indispensable. His remark therefore that the
existing copies of the Maktibar are unreliable because
of the pitiful lack of knowledgability of the copyists,
‘who do not even know the difference between the
Arabic prepositions min and ila’, would seem to be an
exaggeration?*. With this I do not contend that the
Lucknow (Nawal Kishur) edition could not be impro-
ved. But as far as I have been able to ascertain by
comparing the manuscripts in the library of Aligarh
University and those in the Indian Institute of Islamic
Studies in Delhi with the Nawal Kishur edition, the
situation is not as disquieting as Nar Ahmad’s remark
would suggest. Most of the irregularities are of the
nature of a slip of the pen, a lapse that can be
recognized and corrected quite easily. In other respects,
however, Nur Ahmad’s edition is little short of an
edition we would call critical. The text is amply provi-
ded with notes. They identify verses from the Qur'an
and quotations from the hadith and translate them into
Persian, they elucidate difficult terms or passages, they
identify names given in the text and supply biographi-
cal information about the persons involved. When a
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letter in whole or in part is written in Arabic, the
Persian translation is given concurrently with the origi-
nal text. Finally, in an index at the end of each
fascicule a short summary of the contents of each letter
is given?>,

Ahmad Sirhind1 has always been — from his lifetime
till today — a rather controversial figure, albeit that
the controversy centered in different times around
different aspects of his personality and ideas?°®. It
seems, however — perhaps in a way against all expec-
tations — that this has not affected the textual tradi-
tion of his letters, at least not of the original Persian
text. There exists an Arabic translation of some of his
most controversial letters, which was made in the
seventeenth century by one Muhammad Beg al-
Uzbaki, who tried to show that the fatawa issued
against Sirhindi by uw/ama in the Hijaz at the request of
some of their Indian colleagues, were based on a faulty
translation of his Maktabat into Arabic. According to
Y. Friedmann, however, this translation is linguisti-
cally rather strained?’. As far as the original text is
concerned I have so far come across only one example
of a passage being adjusted for hagiographical reasons.
In one of his letters Sirhindi calls his stay with the
imperial army of the Mughal emperor Jahangir (a stay
subsequent to his imprisonment) compulsory and
enforced 28, In the foreword to another letter, however.
the editor says, at least according to the Nawal Kishur
edition, that Sirhindi accompanied the imperial army
out of his own free will. In the edition of Niur Ahmad
this adjustment of the text has again been reversed°.

The question whether all letters written by Sirhindi
have been preserved is not just an academical one.
Sirhindi himself tells us that in one of his letters to his
spiritual guide he has included a quite bold and pre-
sumptuous quatrain, written, as he says, in a state of
mystical ecstasy. In it he declares that on his mystical
path there is no fundamental difference between belief
and unbelief°, None of the manuscripts and printed
editions available to us, however, comprise such a
letter. Y. Friedmann has argued that Sirhindi ‘could
never have written verses containing such rank heresy
during a period in which he repeatedly affirmed the
complete harmony between his spiritual experiences
and the shari’ah and in which the whole tenor of his
writing makes heretical ideas of this kind sound disso-
nant and unlikely’3!. This interpretation is disputable
in the opinion of the present writer, since it misjudges
the character of the letters Sirhindi wrote to Muham-
mad Baqi bi’'llah and of the ideas he expressed in them.
These are not the letters of an expert in Muslim
theology and jurisprudence, they are the letters of a
Sufi who considers orthodoxy and orthopraxy to be of
the utmost importance for a mystic, but who, at the
same time, clearly states that there are different levels
of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. The quatrain under
consideration should not be labeled ‘rank heresy’ but
should be classified under the category of the so-called

paradoxical or theopathic statements (shathiyyat).
Making such statements forms in the eyes of Sirhindi
an integral part of the Sufi path. The evidence that
Sirhindi could not have written this quatrain is there-
fore not convincing. Since none of the letters that have
been preserved give the impression that a passage has
been left out, we have to assume that the letter under
consideration has not been preserved. But, in any case,
the uniformity and consistency of all the manuscripts
and printed editions available so far remains unim-
paired.

We may conclude that the text of Sirhindr’s collected
letters has stood the wear and tear of time. Whatever
dispute may have revolved around them, the text
available at the time does not seem to have been
questioned by either side. What at times made feelings
run high is the interpretation thereof. The position of
Sirhindi’s defendants, mostly members of the Mujad-
didi-Nagshbandi brotherhood, has been stated quite
clearly by Nir Ahmad. Mystical experiences. given by
God as they are, are in point of fact past expression.
Whatever words the mystic uses to convey his ex-
periences, they always fall short. Therefore. the intentions
of the mystic are much more important than his
words32. The fact that in the eyes of the Nagshbandi-
Mujaddidi community the interpretation of Sirhindi’s
letters appears to have been much more important
than the actual text. is perhaps, in a rather curious
way. a kind of guarantee that this text has been handed
down to us (a task largely performed by this commu-
nity) in a quite careful and reliable way.
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U A short survey of this tradition is given by B.B.
Lawrence in his foreword to P. Jackson (transl.), Sharafud-
din Maneri. The Hundred Letters, New York 1980, pp. xv-
XiX.

2 Besides this collection of letters the literary legacy of
Sirhindi comprises seven rather small treatises (rasa'il). For
biographical and bibliographical information on Ahmad
Sirhindi see e.g. Y. Friedmann, Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindr. An
Outline of His Thought and a Study of His Image in the Eves
of Posterity. Montreal/London 1971, and S.A.A. Rizvi, 4
History of Sufism in India, vol. 11, New Delhi 1983, pp. 196ff.

3 Internal evidence makes it probable that the letters
were numbered according to the date they were written.

4 The number of those who fought alongside of the
Prophet Muhammad during the battle of Badr is according
to some sources 314, ¢f. A. Guillaume (transl.), The Life of
the Prophet Muhammad, Karachi 1968, p. 336. Other counts
exist as well, however. As for the number of the prophets
see A.J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed, Cambridge 1932,
p. 267.

$ Muhammad Hashim Kishmi, Zubdat al-Magamat,
Cawnpore 1890, p. 241. For this biography see C.A. Storey,
Persian Literature, vol. 1 pt. 2, London 1953, pp. 987-990.

¢ A. Monzavi, 4 Descriptive Catalogue of Persian and
Arabic Manuscripts in Ketabkhane-i Ganjbakhsh, vol. 11
(Islamabad 1979), p. 860. The possibility that older manu-
scripts, or even autographs, will be discovered cannot be
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blessed hand’ (c¢f. Nizdm al-Din Ahmad Kazemi (ed.),
Irfaniyyat-i Bagr, Delhi 1970) is a point in case.

7 A. Monzavi, o.c., p. 821. This catalogue describes
several other manuscripts from the 11-12th and from the 12-
13th centuries containing one or more volumes of the collec-
ted letters of Sirhindi. .

® A.J. Arberry, A Second Supplementary Hand-list of the
Muhammedan Manuscripts in the University and C olleges of
Cambridge, Cambridge 1952, p. 18.

° A.B.M. Habibullah, Descriptive Catalogue of the Per-
sian, Urdu and Arabic Manuscripts in the Dacca University
Library, vol. 1, Dacca 1966, p. 293.

' H. Ethé, Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts in the
Library of the India Office, vol. 1, Oxford 1903, cols. 1050-
1052,

'Y Catalogue of the Arabic and Persian Manuscripts in the
Oriental Public Library at Bankipore, vol XVI, Patna 1929,
pp. 70-71.

' W. Ivanow, Concise Descriptive Catalogue of the Per-
sian Manuscripts in the Collection of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal, Calcutta 1924, p. 610 (No. 1268).

13 AJ. Arberry, Catalogue of the Library of the India
Office, vol. 11, pt. VI, London 1937, p. 289.

'* Abdul Halim Sharar, Lucknow: the Last Phase of an
Oriental Culture, London 1975, pp. 107-108. 264 (note 382).

' AL Arberry, Catalogue of the Library of the India
Office, vol. Il pt. VI, London 1937, p. 289. and C. Edwards,
A Catalogue of the Persian Printed Books in the British
Museum, London 1922, p. 83, mention the 1877 edition.

"9 The first six fascicules were published by the Nur
Company. In the foreword of the first fascicules and at the
end of the same fascicule the year 1384/1964-65 is men-
tioned. The last three fascicules were published by the
Maktaba-e Sa'tdiyah of Muhammad Sa‘id Ahmad Nagsh-
bandl who at the end of the last fascicule gives the date
Rabi” al-Awwal 1391 / April-May 1971.

'7 An 18th-century manuscript of the second volume in
the Oriental Public Library at Bankipore comprises, accor-
ding to the catalogue, 121 letters, but a table of contents,
occupying ff. 1b-5, enumerates only 99 letters’ (Catalogue of

the Arabic and Persian Manuscripts in the Oriental Public
Library at Bankipore, vol XVI, Patna 1929, p. 71).

'$ The two manuscripts in the library of the Iran-Pakis-
tan Institute of Persian Studies containing the third volume
are defective, cf. A. Monzavi, o.c., p. 821.
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sian, Urdu and Arabic Manuscripts in the Dacca University
Library, vol. T, Dacca 1966. p. 293.

20 Muhammad Hashim Kishmi, Zubdar al-Magamat,
Cawnpore 1890, p. 234; Badr al-Din Sirhindi, Hazarat al-
Quds, Lahore 1971, p. 136. For the last-mentioned work,
another biography of Ahmad Sirhindi. see C.A. Storey,
Persian Literature, vol. 1, pt. 2, London 1953. pp. 1001-
1002.

! In the Lucknow edition of 1913 letter No. 121 has no
addressee. In Nur Ahmad’s edition the addressee is Husam
al-Din Ahmad.

22 Makiabar-i Imam-i Rabbani, (ed. Nur Ahmad), Lahore
1964-1971, p. 1584,

?* Muhammad Miisa Amritsari, Sarguzasht-i Maktibat,
in: Makrtibar-i Imam-i Rabbani, (ed. Nir Ahmad), Lahore
1964-1971, p. 4.

** Nur Ahmad makes his statement in an announcene-
ment (/7am) included at the end of each fascicule of his
edition.

** An index of the names of the addressees and a sum-
mary of the contents of each letter is also to be found in the
Lucknow edition of 1913,

¢ An extensive description of this controversy has been
given by Y. Friedmann. o.c.. pp. 87 ff.

*7 Y. Friedmann, o.c.. pp. 99-100.

*% Maktibar-i Imam-i Rabbani (ed. Nar Ahmad), Lahore
1964-1971, vol. II1, p. 1418 (letter No. 78).

% Maktibar-i Imam-i Rabbant (ed. Niir Ahmad), Lahore
1964-1971, vol. 111, p. 1435 (letter No. 83).

% Maktiabar-i Imam-i Rabbani (ed. Nir Ahmad), Lahore
1964-1971, vol. I, pp. 102 (letter No. 31) and 338-339 (letter
No. 160).

*1Y. Friedmann, o.c., p. 25.

2 Nur Ahmad makes this statement in a kind of Note to
the Reader. included at the beginning of every fascicule of
his edition.



