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At first glance, few figures within Ottoman Islam could be more dissimilar than the subject 
of this volume, ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, on the one hand, and the reputed forefather of 
Ottoman Islamic puritanism, Mehmed Efendi Birgivî (d. 981/1573), on the other. Birgivî 
was an austere, morally strict scholar, toiling away in the relative obscurity of a small 
western Anatolian town, his writings almost workman-like in subject matter and content, 
though shot through with a zealousness few of his contemporaries could approach.1 Later 
puritan-minded Ottoman Muslims would look to him and his works for inspiration in their 
struggle for a text-centric Islam pruned of the moral corruption of bidʿa, rampant, in their 
view, at all levels of society.2 Nābulusī, by contrast, inhabited a quite different social and 
imaginal world, and clashed repeatedly with the later-day heirs of Birgivî’s purifying 
vision. It comes as something of a surprise then, to discover that one of the great 
Damascene shaykh’s longest written works is a commentary (sharḥ) on Birgivî’s best-
known and most-copied and read Arabic work, al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya 
(Muḥammadan Way).3 Entitled al-Ḥadīqa al-nadiyya fī sharḥ al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya 
(The Delicate Garden in the Explication of the Muhammadan Way) and completed on 23 
Rajab 1093/28 July 1682, this work functioned as one of Nābulusī’s more important 
interventions in the theological and cultural struggles that marked much of Ottoman early 
modernity, an attempt by Nābulusī to capture a potentially dangerous but unavoidable text 
for his own purposes and in so doing to undermine contemporary ‘puritanical’ 
interpretations of Islam and to elaborate and defend his own quite different vision of the 

																																								 																					
1 On Birgivî’s life and work, see, in addition to Katharina Ivanyi’s contribution in this volume, the 
relevant entries in EI2  and IA; Katharina Anna Ivanyi, Virtue, Piety and the Law. A Study of Birgivī 
Mehmed Efendi’s “al-Tariqa al-Muhammadiyya”, PhD diss., Princeton University, Princeton, NJ, 
2012; Jonathan Allen, ‘Birgivî Mehmed Efendi,’ in Christian-Muslim Relations 1500—1900, gen. 
editor David Thomas, Brill Online, 2016. Accessed 30 November 2016. In short, his life was one 
largely confined to the provinces: after a brief career as kazasker’s (military judge) adjunct, and a 
stint of sufi practice, he passed his life as a medrese teacher, writing and preaching in both Arabic 
and Turkish, dying at a relatively early age of the plague. 
2 For later Ottoman puritans, see for instance, Madeline C. Zilfi, The Politics of Piety. The Ottoman 
Ulema in the Postclassical Age (1600-1800), Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1988; Derin 
Terzioğlu, Sufi and Dissident in the Ottoman Empire. Niyazî-i Mısrî (1618-1694), PhD diss., 
Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, 1999; Tijana Krstić, Contested Conversions to Islam. 
Narratives of Religious Change in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire, Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2011.  
3  What was probably Birgivî’s most-copied work, his Vasiyetnâme, was one inaccessible to 
Nābulusī, being in a rather colloquializing register of Ottoman Turkish, though much of the content 
overlaps with al-Ṭarīqa. See Jonathan Allen, ‘Vasiyetnâme,’ in Christian-Muslim Relations 1500—
1900, gen. ed. David Thomas, Brill Online, 2016.  
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religion, one with ample room for living saints and mystical states, contemporary social 
practices and consumption habits, but little space for social control and morality 
enforcement.  

In what follows, I will briefly explore, first, the cementation of al-Ṭarīqa al-
muḥammadiyya and the Birgivian heritage within Ottoman Islam, followed by an 
examination of Nābulusī’s own logic for undertaking this commentary project, and, 
drawing upon Nābulusī’s collected correspondence, a look at how it was evaluated by its 
author and received by some of its readers. I then undertake a close reading of three key 
interventions Nābulusī makes in his commentary, namely, arguments concerning the 
evaluation of time vis-à-vis ‘sacred history’ and the memorialization and image of 
Muḥammad and the Islamic community through history; the authority and role of Sufism 
and esoteric knowledge in relation to textual knowledge and scholarly authority; and finally 
the place of the ʿulamāʾ in public morality enforcement, a theme closely related to 
Katharina Ivanyi’s interpretation of some of the political implications of this same text, 
elsewhere in this volume. In each of these topics we will see how Nābulusī worked to 
rhetorically defuse particular elements of Birgivî’s text, so as to wrest it away from his 
puritan-minded opponents for whom Birgivî’s text was foundational. In the process we will 
arrive at some of the foundational issues that divided Muslim scholars (and ordinary 
believers) in the theological and cultural foment of Ottoman early modernity, with the 
interplay of textual-scriptural normative authority and ‘saintly’ extra-textual knowledge and 
authority being one of the most central such divides. As Ivanyi also makes clear in her 
discussion, the issues that Nābulusī confronts directly in his sharḥ, and elsewhere in his 
textual corpus, were not matters merely of learned interest and debate, but rather intersected 
with the daily lives and identities of Ottoman subjects across the empire.  

As for the Ṭarīqa itself and the semi-canonical status it would acquire in Ottoman 
Islam, a few words of description here will suffice. It is an uncomplicated, rather austere 
work consisting largely of Qur’an and Hadith citations, often simply put end-to-end, 
interspersed with clarifying interjections from Birgivî. Beginning with issues of bidʿa, 
‘innovation,’ and theological disputes, the book then proceeds through chapter after chapter 
dealing with particular sins, vices, and ‘harms’ that contravene the sharīʿa. Adherence to 
the ‘Book and Sunna’ was Birgivî’s constant refrain. While a version of taṣawwuf is not 
only permitted but even cautiously praised, it is only allowed to exist as a subsidiary to a 
deeply text-centric version of Islam, with extra-scriptural, charismatic modes of religious 
authority and divine inspiration—the domain of the awliyāʿ Allāh in the view of Nābulusī 
and others—coming in for vehement condemnation as the worst sort of bidaʿ.4 That said, 
much of the text of the Ṭarīqa would not have appeared controversial to Nābulusī or most 
other Ottoman Muslims, since its primary function is to urge ordinary believers towards 

																																								 																					
4 For instance, see Mehmed Birgivî, al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya wa-l-sīra al-aḥmadīya, Istanbul: 
Şirket-i Sahafiye-i Osmaniye, 1906, pp. 28-32.  
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rigorous, self-enforced morality in accordance with the Book and Sunna.5   

This summoning to sound Islam evidently resonated strongly and widely in the 
Ottoman domains. For reasons and through means that we cannot elaborate upon in detail 
here, this text, and much of the rest of Birgivî’s corpus, quickly became established as 
‘semi-canonical’ across the Ottoman world, from Syria to Istanbul to Bosnia, copies 
appearing in libraries and collections large and small, from those of the core Ottoman 
medreses to those of Bektaşi tekkes. 6  Birgivî’s memory and authority, while most 
vehemently seized upon by his later followers among the Kadızâdelis and others, was 
widely distributed across the diverse spectrum of Ottoman Islam; indeed, a key component 
in the arguments of later Ottoman puritans was their insistence that they—and not the 
degenerate majority—were being true to Birgivî’s original vision of reformed Islam.7 Yet 
Birgivî’s very status as an authority, and his works as semi-canonical, opened up a 
multivocal possibility, and invited exegesis.8 Befitting Birgivî’s semi-canonical place in 

																																								 																					
5  For one instance of congruity, with relatively little exegetical reconfiguration on the part of 
Nābulusī, see, for instance, their approaches to the questions of ‘scrupulosity’: Birgivî, Ṭarīqa, pp. 
206-10; and ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, al-Ḥadīqa al-nadiyya sharḥ al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya, 
2 vols, Lāilbūr: al-Maktaba al-Nūrīyya al-Riḍwiyya, 1977, vol. 1, p. 198. The strongly negative 
attitude of Birgivî and Nābulusī to scrupulosity contrasts with that of another early modern Ottoman 
Muslim scholar, Fazlizade ‘Ali: see Marlene Kurz, Ways to Heaven, Gates to Hell: Fazlizade ‘Ali’s 
Struggle with the Diversity of Ottoman Islam, Berlin: EB-Verlag, 2011, pp. 81, 85. On the late 
medieval debates over scruples and asceticism, see Megan Reid, Law and Piety in Medieval Islam, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013, pp. 178-96. 
6 For instance, Michael Cook notes some 211 copies—at the least—in Istanbul: 1. See Michael A. 
Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010, p. 324. Suraiya Faroqhi notes—with surprise—the presence of Birgivî in 
the Bektaşi convent of Abdul Musa: Suraiya Faroqhi, Subjects of the Sultan. Culture and Daily Life 
in the Ottoman Empire, New York: I.B. Tauris, 2005, p. 190; while Ines Aščerić-Todd notes, also 
rather surprised, the presence of works by Birgivî in the Hamza-dede Teke, a Bosnian Melami-
Bayrami establishment: Ines Aščerić-Todd, Dervishes and Islam in Bosnia. Sufi Dimensions to the 
Formation of Bosnian Muslim Society, Leiden: Brill, 2014, pp. 176-7. Surely a major component of 
this spread—which probably cannot be disentangled from the formation of authority and 
canonicity—is the straightforward nature of Birgivî’s works and the ease non-scholars would likely 
have in comprehending them, something especially true of his Vasiyetnâme, a text that served as 
something of a model for the numerous catechetical ilm-i ḥāl texts of the 17th and 18th centuries, 
also directed at a broad audience and written in a colloquializing register. See Devin Terzioğlu, 
“Where Ilm-i Hal Meets Catechism: Islamic Manuals of Religious Instruction in the Ottoman 
Empire in the Age of Confessionalization,” Past & Present, 220/1 (2013), pp. 79–114. 
7 It is also the case that Kadızâdelis in Istanbul helped to reinforce the reputation of Birgivî’s corpus 
through their efforts at silencing critics of his works among the city’s Halvetis in the 1650s (the sort 
of action that made Nābulusī’s route all the more prudent and necessary a couple decades later). See 
Madeline C. Zilfi, “The Kadizadelis: Discordant Revivalism in Seventeenth-Century Istanbul”, 
Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 45/4 (1986), pp.	 251-69, at p. 262; on which also see Marc David 
Baer, Honored by the Glory of Islam. Conversion and Conquest in Ottoman Europe, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 72. 
8 A brief note on my use of ‘semi-canonical’: I have in mind literature or other cultural artefacts—
religious in this case—that obtains a broadly socially recognized authority, but through primarily 
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Ottoman Islam, his major works were not only widely copied and distributed, but did 
indeed attract a diversity of commentators, as well as translations into Ottoman Turkish.9 
One of the most frequently copied such commentaries, besides that of Nābulusī, was al-
Barīqa al-maḥmūdiyya fī sharḥ al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya wa-sharīʿa nabawiyya fī sīra 
aḥmadīya by Ebû Saîd Mehmed Hâdimî (d. 1176/1762),10 originally from Konya, a mildly 
‘puritan’ minded scholar within the Ottoman ilmiye hierarchy, whose writings, primarily on 
matters of fiqh and related disciplines, were widely copied, particularly as components of 
majmūʿāt collections.11 Here I will reference his interpretations somewhat in passing, as an 
example of what a more reformist or ‘puritan’ reading might look like, as something of a 
counterweight to Nābulusī’s approach; his commentary and overall corpus would, however, 
repay a more in-depth examination than can be undertaken here. 

As for Nābulusī’s purpose for writing his commentary on Birgivî’s masterwork, 
besides the standard trope of his having been asked to do so, he also proclaims in the 
introduction of the Ḥadīqa that he hopes that through his commentary he might turn ‘the 
people of ignorant fanaticism (ahl al-taʿaṣṣub min al-juhhāl) away from sponging off the 
table of (al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiya)’s benefits.’ 12  This epitome captures well what 
follows: throughout our commentator takes issue, explicitly and implicitly, with the ‘people 
of fanaticism’ and their excesses. Deeply aware of the use such people13 made of this 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																										
informal means, and with an ultimately more limited purchase than properly canonical ones, but 
which are widely accepted as authoritative and valuable and hence demand engagement, as opposed 
to rejection. In the Islamic case, the Qur’an represents a canonical text of the first order, followed 
by the so-called ‘canonical’ Hadith collections, or, for many sufis and others at least, the works of 
Ibn ʿArabī.  
9  Rajab ibn Aḥmad al-Āmidī, al-Wasīla al-aḥmadiyya wa-l-dharīʿa al-sarmadiyya fī sharḥ al-
Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya, Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1929; Muḥammad ibn 
Ibrāhīm Sahrānī, Sharḥ al-Ṭarīqa al-muḥammadiyya, Princeton Collection of Islamic MSS, Garrett 
no. 3368Y [1714]; Mehmet Efendi Birgivî and Vedâdî, Tekmile-yi tercüme-yi Tarikat-ı 
Muhammediye, Istanbul: Matbaa-yı Ali Rıza Karahisârî, 1862. 
10 For a number of his other writings, see the partial list in Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der 
arabischen Litteratur. Supplementband, Leiden: Brill, 1943, vol. 2, pp. 663-4. At least two sharḥ on 
his works, indicating, along with the proliferation of his works in majmūʿāt, the wide reception of 
his corpus: Muṣṭafā Maḥmūd al-Azharī, Sharḥ Qawāʿid al-Khādimī, Cairo: Dār Ibn al-Qayyim, 
2013; Muṣṭafā ibn Muḥammad Kūzalḥiṣārī, Manāfiʿ al-daqāʾiq fī sharḥ majāmiʿ al-Ḥaqāʾiq li-
Muḥammad al-Khādimī, Istanbul: (s.n.), 1857. 
11 Like Birgivî’s works, incidentally, Hâdimî, despite his definite ‘puritan’ profile (though like 
many other puritan-minded figures, he had sufi affiliations, and wrote a rather moralizing treatise on 
the Naqshbandī ṭarīqa), appears not only in strongly ‘puritan’ majmuʿāt, but also in the company of 
magical talismans and sufi awrād. His short treatises on coffee and on tobacco in particular seem to 
have wide cachet. See for instance, Muḥammad ibn Muṣṭafā al-Khādimī, Risāla fī l-dukhān, 
Princeton Collection of Islamic MSS, Garrett no. 3225Y, fols. 48b-49a [c. 18th century]. 
12 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 3. 
13 Their explicit identities are never made clear, so we cannot say with certainty who ‘they’ are in 
this case, but ‘they’ clearly fit the profile of Ottoman puritans, Kadızâdeli or otherwise: and indeed, 
our author in all probability had many different groups and tendencies in mind, not just one, or not 
just people confined to one locality within the Ottoman world.  
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authoritative text, in explicating it he sought to claim it for his own perspective of 
normative Islam, and the expansive boundaries of time, epistemic authority, and political 
space that he envisioned. He meant his commentary, then, to deflect incorrect uses and 
establish right ones, and so ‘save’ the powerful text (and the powerful memory of Birgivî 
himself) from those who would mis-interpret and mis-apply it for their own noxious ends.14 
In the process Nābulusī engaged in his own appropriation and creative re-reading (an 
opponent would of course argue mis-reading) of the text. 

Nābulusī’s creative re-reading begins in the introductory pages of his sharḥ, as he 
subtly restricts the text’s application even as he praises it: in the three-fold epistemic 
hierarchy of sharīʿa, ṭarīqa, and ḥaqīqa, a well-established sufi commonplace, al-Ṭarīqa 
al-muḥammadiyya is firmly situated in the middle category, being one of the ‘more 
splendid’ such works, acting as an ‘isthmus’ (barzakh) between sharīʿa and ḥaqīqa.15 So, 
while the text is valuable and worthy of its revered status, it occupies the middle rung of 
this epistemic hierarchy; it is not a manifestation of ḥaqīqa, the preserve of the saints, the 
awliyāʾ Allāh. Similarly, in his brief biography of Birgivî, Nābulusī notes his trajectory 
from an early dabbling in taṣawwuf to a career of study and teaching in a madrasa setting. 
In this text, Nābulusī notifies the reader, Birgivî mixed ‘questions of fiqh with stations of 
zuhd,’ producing a hybrid work of a ṭarīqa nature—not opposed to the higher realities of 
the ḥaqīqa, but also not explicitly concerned with them (for or against), nor with the 
stations of the perfected. 16  This is a determination that allows Nābulusī considerable 
exegetical leeway in the body of the commentary, given, as we will see, the not infrequent 
incongruence between Birgivî’s evident perspective and that of Nābulusī. 

Before moving on to some of the specific interventions Nābulusī made, we may 
note a partial ‘reception history,’ or an outline of such at least, provided by the great shaykh 
himself. In several of his collected letters he recommended the work to correspondents, 
describing his commentary as being intended for the good of the entire Muslim community, 
high and low, making clear the importance he placed on the text as a ‘public document.’17 
He also responded to a critique, relayed to him in 1095/1684 (two years after the 
commentary’s completion) by a correspondent in Edirne, one Shaykh Muḥammad al-
Ḥumaydī, of his treatment of tobacco, which Nābulusī famously argued was ḥalāl (in time 

																																								 																					
14 On a somewhat similar note—and further reflective of the esteemed, even unassailable place of 
Birgivî in Ottoman Islam—Terzioğlu mentions that the great 17th century sufi Niyâzî-i Mısrî, 
‘writing forty years after the event […] still professed respect for Birgivî and Rūmī, even as he 
made clear his points of disagreement with them. He also distinguished these scholars, and even 
Kadızade, from his archenemy Vânî on the grounds that the first group, unlike Vânî, did not do any 
harm to Sufi sheikhs.’ See Terzioğlu, Sufi and Dissident, p. 59. 
15 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, pp. 2-3. 
16 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 3. 
17 ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, Wasāʾil al-taḥqīq wa-rasāʾil al-tawfīq, in Samer Akkach, Letters of a 
Sufi Scholar. The Correspondence of ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī (1641–1731), Leiden: Brill, 2010, 
pp. 164, 190-1, 205, 221. 
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coming to be a great user of tobacco himself in fact).18 Ḥumaydī suggested that Nābulusī 
could excise the offending passage, as it had been a particular point of controversy for the 
many Muslims who persisted in labelling tobacco ḥarām. Nābulusī’s response is a rather 
indignant refusal—since he rebuts hypocrisy in the commentary, how could he then commit 
an act of hypocrisy himself such as suppressing his earnestly held beliefs for the sake of 
public opinion?19 This exchange provides a tantalizing glimpse of the reception of the 
commentary: it seems to have obtained a wide circulation relatively quickly, and not only 
within the Ottoman Arabophone but in the European provinces as well (with many of 
Nābulusī’s regular correspondents dwelling west of Istanbul), and its circulation was just as 
quickly implicated with the ongoing polemical struggles within Ottoman Islam. Such an 
engagement was of course very much Nābulusī’s goal with this text, which was already 
widely circulated.  

As for the body of the commentary itself, out of the many interventions Nābulusī 
makes, I have selected three particularly vital points of discussion which appear at various 
points in the commentary. In what follows, we will see particular ways in which Nābulusī 
repurposed and redirected Birgivî’s text to his own ends, in pursuit of the above outlined 
strategy. The first central theme I will cover here is that of the nature of time and memory, 
as conceptualized and engaged in relation to the Islamic community. These were themes 
that have occupied the attention of both Birgivî and Nābulusī, though to very different ends. 
Birgivî, like many reform-minded Muslims before and after, placed great emphasis upon 
the primordial Islamic past, primarily the period of the Prophet and his Companions, 
contrasted with the ‘corruption’ of the present age evident among all classes of society, 
including, in fact especially including, the sufis or rather ‘so-called sufis’. This recurring 
evaluation is manifest in his frequent use of the phrase ‘fī zamāninā,’ and never in relation 
to any positive developments ‘in our time’ but rather as proof of the general downward 
trend of time into the present, an age more corrupt than the one preceding and largely bereft 
of sanctity and piety.20 Bidʿa, innovation, expands as time moves forward, and genuine 
adherence to the Book and Sunna declines further and further. This ‘degenerative’ 
understanding of time, and the way in which the Prophet and the early generations of 
Muslims were remembered not just as outstanding exemplars but as essentially negating 
any future generation’s religious possibilities, was generally followed closely by the 
commentator Hâdimî, for whom there were additional evils of the age to harangue, such as 
tobacco (though not coffee—demonstrating possible flexibility, he actually praises coffee, 
though within reason).21 The advance of time in Hâdimî’s commentary, particularly in 
respect to taṣawwuf, only leads to ever greater divergence and corruption that must 

																																								 																					
18  See, for instance, the story of Nābulusī, his tobacco pipe, and a household majdhūb, in 
Muḥammad Kamāl al-Dīn al-Ghazzī, al-Wird al-unsī wa-l-wārid al-qudsī fī tarjamat al-ʿārif ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, in Samer Akkach, Intimate Invocations. Al-Ghazzī’s Biography of ʿAbd al-
Ghanī al-Nabulusī (1641-1731), Leiden: Brill, 2012, p. 103. 
19 Nābulusī, Wasāʾil al-taḥqīq, p. 190-1. 
20 For instance, Birgivî, Ṭarīqa, pp. 32-3. 
21  Muḥammad ibn Muṣṭafā al-Khādimī, al-Barīqa al-maḥmūdiyya fī sharḥ al-Ṭarīqa al-
muḥammadiyya wa-sharīʿa nabawiyya fī sīra aḥmadīya, 4 vols., Istanbul: Şirket-i Sahafiye-i 
Osmaniye, 1900, vol. 4, pp. 111-3. 
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constantly be confronted. The introductory pages of his commentary, in sharp contrast to 
Nābulusī’s first pages, are an intense excursus upon the corruption and decay of the present 
world, and the need for fleeing to the Book and Sunna and to the example of the first 
generations of Muslims. The contemporary world has little to no redeeming quality.22 

But for Nābulusī, historical time could not be so neatly divided into a prototypical, 
and very distant, ‘golden age’ on the one side, followed by long and inexorable moral and 
spiritual decline to the other, either in relation to the Islamic community as a whole, or in 
relation to taṣawwuf, insofar as sufis can be separated from Islam as a whole.23 Instead, in 
the course of his commentary he unfolds a strikingly more positive evaluation of historical 
time, reflective of the dynamic ‘saintly’ epistemology he also defended (and practised). For 
instance, the authoritative memory of the pious forbears—be they the first generations of 
Muslims or the great foundational sufi shaykhs of the distant past—while obviously of 
great importance and value, does not negate the ongoing religious vitality of later ages and 
the continued presence of awliyāʾ Allāh, God’s friends, in the present. Instead time has a 
much more continuous quality of moral and religious valuation. Nābulusī first raises this 
issue early in the commentary, in glossing ‘the Companions.’ He first lists a number of 
hadiths that present the founding generation of Muslims as religiously superior, the ultimate 
exemplars of normative Muslim practice. This sort of memory of the pious ancestors, 
foregrounding the distant past, is perfectly congruent with Birgivî’s stated stance. However, 
Nābulusī then introduces a discordant tradition narrated by Abū ʿUmar, missing from 
Khādimī’s commentary, to the effect that those who do not see the Prophet Muḥammad 
with their physical eyes, yet who still believe, are superior by virtue of their faith to those 
who physically saw him. How should the apparent discrepancy in the tradition be resolved? 
Nābulusī answers: ‘It is possible that the agreement between what Abū ʿUmar says [in the 
hadith]	 and what the majority say is that the Companions are superior in regards to the 
companionship [with the Prophet] that cannot be repeated, and it is possible that others than 
them are superior on account of other aspects, and so through this the opposition between 
the hadith is dealt with.’24 Through this solution, then, the memory of the pious past is 
preserved, but it is not allowed to completely dominate the possibilities of the present: 
superiority need not be monopolized, as it turns out, but can be expressed in different ways 
as time flows along.  

If virtue and excellence are possible all along the stream of time, it is not the case 
that any one age can have a hold on ‘corruption’. In glossing Birgivî’s pejorative mention 
of sufis ‘in our time’, Nābulusī engages in a wholesale critique of the venerable O tempora 
topos, a critique that he returns to several times later in the text. His argument is two-fold: 
one, ‘every age’, he argues, ‘does not cease to be composed of both the praiseworthy and 

																																								 																					
22 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 4-5. 
23 On the theme of the deep interpenetration, and indeed inextractibility, of ‘Sufism’ and ‘Islam,’ 
see the recent volume by Nile Green, Sufism. A Gobal History, Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, 
especially pp. 125-30. 
24 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 7. 
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the blameworthy within its generations’.25 Elsewhere Nabulusī argues: ‘in every time in 
Sufism there are ignorant ones and learned ones, just as among the jurists there are corrupt 
ones, dedicated to the consumption of that which is illicit, while there are also sound, 
ascetic ones. The same for exegetes and traditionists and all the sorts of the learned, as well 
as rulers, judges, craftspeople, and others. The corrupt portion is the blameworthy portion 
apart from the others in that category. Only the ignorant generalize the blame and the 
praise.’26 One ought not generalize from specific instances of evil to everyone living in a 
given age. Those who claim, ‘the people are ruined’, is himself the most ruined of all, as 
one hadith runs, Nābulusī concludes.27 In fact, those who lament the utter corruption of 
their age fail to realize that God knows secrets unknown to humans, including the secrets of 
the true moral state of the community. The preacher who makes it his habit to endlessly 
harangue the people with these sorts of claims is in fact undermining the people, not 
helping them, and does not even understand his own sorry state.28 Instead of a generalizing 
evil, according to Nābulusī, one should recognize the continued presence of holy people, 
the friends of God, who, as we will see, persist into the present as receptacles of divine 
unveiling and miraculous graces (including after death).  

This relative equalization of past and present is central to Nābulusī’s overall 
exegetical project, and must be understood in relation to it. Elsewhere in his writings, it 
should be noted, he himself occasionally deploys a variation on the O tempora trope 
(almost always directed against the ʿulamāʾ, however!), even if the understanding 
expressed in this commentary predominates throughout his corpus. 29  The sustained 
deployment of a critique of the O tempora trope here stems from its rhetorical centrality in 
defusing Birgivî’s claims and the use made by them of later ‘puritans’. For, if it is not the 
case that the present must be inexorably more corrupt and distant from God than the 
idealized past, then attacking contemporary permutations of taṣawwuf as ‘corrupt’ and 
‘innovationist’ becomes much more difficult. Developments within Islam broadly (the 
consumption of coffee and tobacco, for instance) can be more easily defended as being in 
accordance with the sharīʿa. The memory of pious forbears need not overshadow the 
valorization of Muslims in the present; contemporary religious life has its own validity, a 
fact subtly reinforced by Nābulusī’s frequent citations and appeals to the authority of 

																																								 																					
25 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 156. 
26 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 377. 
27 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 156. 
28 Ibid.  
29 For the latter, see for instance, his remarks in ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, al-Mūsīqā wa-l-ghināʾ 
fī mīzān al-Islām, Cairo: Maktabat al-Maʿārif al-Islāmiyya, 1984, p. 16: ‘And if you question them, 
they will say: “The saints and sincere ones were in the first period, but today there are none.” And 
they are resolute in that […]’; see also ibid., p. 47 and p. 56. For the former—his use of the O 
tempora trope—in his commentary on ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Jīlī’s (d. c. 832/1428) qaṣīda, Nābulusī 
argues that, due to the wickedness of the age, the many saints of God who are in truth present in 
‘every town and village’ are hidden and obscure, as ‘the deniers’ are so sunk in their passions as to 
be unable to recognize them. Yet even here his use of the trope accompanies recognition of saints 
living in the present. ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, Qaṣīdat al-nādirāt al-ʿayniyya, Beirut: Dār al-Jīl, 
1988, pp. 181-2. 
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figures like Ibn ʿArabī (d. 638/1240) and Ibn al-Fāriḍ (d. 632/1235).30 Ultimately, Muslims 
of all times—whether they see their Prophet walking among them or perceive him through 
faith—are linked to Muḥammad in his cosmic, universal nature.31 

Nābulusī’s approach to the memorialization and presentation of the Prophet himself 
provides another entry into his valorization of the present and his modification of Birgivī’s 
ethos and prescriptions. He does this through extended descriptions of Muḥammad’s being 
a social creature, painting a portrait of the Prophet of Islam that serves as a subtle rebuke to 
the rigorist, dour vision of Birgivî and his followers. Our commentator describes 
Muḥammad as engaging in everyday tasks, not disdaining to help with household chores. 
He answered everyone and accepted gifts from anyone regardless of social standing; he was 
not a picky eater, nor did he eat away off by himself, but rather in the company of others. 
He was not particular about his clothing or his mode of riding. He spoke the truth frankly, 
and he liked to laugh, if not to excess. He watched permissible playful activities and did not 
forbid them. He liked to go out to the gardens of his friends, and he did not scorn anyone on 
account of his social station. When he sat with people and they chatted about food and 
drink, he joined in the conversation, being friendly and humble towards others. Sometimes 
people would recite poetry for him or related things from the pre-Islamic period and he 
enjoyed it.32 And so on. Anyone who is familiar with Nābulusī’s larger corpus and manner 
of life will recognize many parallels with the early modern sociability, even joviality, 
Nābulusī practised. 33  Through a deft act of re-memorialization, drawing largely upon 
‘traditional’ materials, which he replicates elsewhere in the commentary,34 Nābulusī is then 
able to more easily defuse Birgivî’s attacks on music, poetry, and general sociability. One 
by one, the Damascene shaykh undermines Birgivî’s rigorist rejections of risqué-sounding 
poetic conventions, of singing, of joking, and so on, arguing that Birgivî’s evident 
condemnations must be tempered with the qualification that condemnation only applies to 
deliberate provocations to unambiguous (and publicly visible, without spying) sin.35 As 

																																								 																					
30 For instance, in glossing the term kalām al-ḥukamāʾ, Nābulusī declares Ibn ʿArabī, Ibn al-Fāriḍ, 
‘and others’ to be the greatest of ‘the wise’. See Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 373. His usage of 
figures such as these in the commentary is striking in his tendency to extract their more ‘exoteric’ 
passages, avoiding material that would arouse the most controversy. They are inserted as authorities 
alongside older, more ‘established’ figures whose citations would be at home in any Muslim 
scholarly treatise. 
31 Again, the march of time presents but a thin barrier in Nābulusī’s reckoning. 
32 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 32-33; see also vol. 1, p. 375. 
33 See also his defence of a ‘balanced’ life, with social intercourse, fraternity, and the like, coupled 
with a rejection of intense asceticism, at ibid., vol. 1, p. 199-211. 
34 For instance, in essentially refuting Birgivî’s anti-humour stance, Nābulusī tells a story showing 
that Muḥammad was not averse to joking; see ibid., vol. 2, p. 367, but see also similar material 
throughout the remainder of this chapter. 
35 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 358-83. ‘If (poetry) is with the purpose of praising the divine workmanship and 
the human creature so as to draw the listener’s attention to what God has placed in the fashionings 
of the creation of the human person from beauty of form and elegance of grace—which is also the 
case with poetry that praises meadows and flowers, or ghazals on wonderful food and the like—and 
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witnessed by Muḥammad’s example, however, the enjoyment of song and dance, humour 
and sociability, are not only good for one’s overall health, but can even function as acts of 
worship of God.36 

This pattern of re-interpretation and re-memoralization, with and against the grain 
of the text, continues in Nābulusī’s handling of questions of taṣawwuf and extra-textual 
‘saintly’ authority, a discussion which forms a substantial portion of the commentary and 
constitutes the second key intervention we will consider. Birgivî’s approach to taṣawwuf, 
mystical authority, and revelation is fairly simple: foundational Sufism, as reflected in the 
(selected) texts of figures like Junayd, is perfectedly admissible as a source of helpful zuhd, 
acting as a sort of auxiliary discipline to the Book and Sunna based piety.37 This approach 
is reflected in Khādimī’s commentary, he too limiting his material to citation of ‘classic’ 
Sufi texts of the formative period, mostly moral, didactic material to boot; later figures 
(such as Ibn ʿArabī) are absent, and the only mention of contemporary saints is dismissive. 
However, Khādimī has nothing but praise for what amounts to an imagined community of 
‘true’ sufis, and extols those who follow their lead as it is textually transmitted from the 
sacred past.38 It is clear that neither Birgivî nor Khādimī had any desire to reject a form of 
taṣawwuf: but the Sufism they imagine is quite different from that envisioned by Nābulusī. 
But under Nābulusī’s pen, the ‘classical’, textualized age of Sufism is made to coalesce into 
the present, and the world is revealed as the site of God’s ongoing self-manifestations and 
revelations to his Friends. In order to deconstruct and re-interpret Birgivî’s critique, 
Nābulusī first determines the parameters of blameworthy bidʿa, such that it constitutes 
unbelief: the complete dissolution of the sharīʿa and the substitution of one’s own private 
system of ḥalāl and ḥarām.39 Whether Nābulusī has any particular contemporary group in 
mind here or there is somewhat doubtful.40 Indeed, to illustrate this error, he recycles a 
passage from al-Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ about ‘so-called sufis’ who disavow the sharīʿa utterly, 
denigrating physical deeds, and claiming a special gnostic state, spreading confusion 
among the people due to their similarity to ‘true sufis’.41 On the whole, Nābulusī is highly 
reluctant to charge any sufis, no matter how seemingly ‘deviant,’ with wrong belief or 
behaviour, instead finding ways to justify a great deal that would not at first seem 
justifiable.42 

Having clarified what, in his estimation, true blameworthy bidʿa is (and in so doing 
considerably heightened the standards of declaring something bidʿa), Nābulusī can deal 
with the remaining critiques of taṣawwuf and of extra-textual knowledge and authority. 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																										
so on with praise of wine, of taverns, etc.—this is all like the beast of burden of the pious, and is 
therefore acceptable, and rebonds to spiritual pleasure.’ 
36 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 379. 
37 For instance, Birgivî, Ṭarīqa, p. 145. 
38 Khādimī, Barīqa, vol. 1, pp. 138, 145-53. 
39 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 162. 
40 Even Hâdimî avoids naming names as well in his attacks on the ‘corruptions’ of present-day ‘so-
called’ sufis. 
41 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 128-32. 
42 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 161. 
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Birgivî’s critique of the murīd’s seeking of knowledge through adherence to his shaykh’s 
himma and through entering into khalwa becomes an argument against doing those things 
under the wrong sort of shaykh, namely, one who genuinely rejects the sharīʿa.43 If the 
shaykh is sound in his belief and the scope of his knowledge, entering into his complete 
tutelage is perfectly acceptable, and even preferable for many, provided one understands 
and follows the proper adab of that tutelage.44 The shaykh becomes their ‘Book’ due to his 
perfection in exterior and interior knowledge. He can forbid them independent study or 
endeavour so that they do not end up pursuing ‘revelations’ apart from deeds (of the 
sharīʿa), in fact preventing bidʿa. He ‘teaches them what benefits them [the murīds], one 
thing at a time.’45 As for the related issue of denial of exterior knowledge in favour of an 
esoteric one, our commentator presents two perspectives, implicitly opening the 
commented-upon text to multivalence. If the denial is absolute, rejecting prophets and 
scriptures, then it is clear unbelief. However, if what is really meant is abandoning 
‘preoccupation’ with exterior knowledge for immersion in the witnessing of God, then that 
is not only ‘sound,’ but even desirable!46 

In regard to ilhām (a sort of special, personal revelation) and esoteric interpretation 
generally, Nābulusī charts a similar course. Those who argue, based on such sources of 
(non-prophetic) ‘special revelation’ for the abrogation of the sharīʿa, commit unbelief. On 
this count Nābulusī and Khādimī’s interpretations can be said to concur, but only to a 
point.47 Nābulusī agrees that revelation in dreams, esoterically experienced ilhām, and the 
like, cannot establish a ḥujja, a binding argument, for any other than the recipient—but 
within those parameters its value is still quite immense, since the ‘people of gnosis’ are 
vouchsafed meanings and understandings the exoteric ʿulamāʾ will never obtain.48 He also 
agrees with Birgivî that the usual condition of learning ʿilm—exoteric, ‘legal’ knowledge—
is through study of texts and under living human teachers, and that all such knowledge 

																																								 																					
43 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 159. 
44 Such as the understanding that one must follow the shaykh’s words, though not necessarily his 
deeds as their inner meaning and intent might not be known to the murīd. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 178-
80. 
45 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 159. 
46 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 159-60, and 377-80. 
47 For Hâdimî’s view, see his Barīqa, vol. 1, pp. 135-8. 
48 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, pp. 165, 181. Dreams are a similar story to ilhām. After an extensive 
treatment of the ‘theory’ of dreaming, including an explanation of the discrepancies in just what 
portion of prophecy the ‘true dream’ is, our commentator concludes that while dreams, like ilhām 
generally, cannot establish or overturn legal rulings, they can convey interior meanings, unlock 
divine mysteries, and so on, but only in so far as one continues to adhere to the Book and Sunna. In 
reply to the objection that Satan might deceive people with dreams, Nābulusī argues that the 
opposite is just as likely to be true—God protects believers and graces them with true and valuable 
dreams. Once again, we see a widening of potential sources of knowledge beyond that of normative 
textualized learning. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 168. Nābulusī’s own contribution to dream interpretation 
continues to be printed and read. For his works on dreams and a brief history of the subject in 
Islamic traditions, see Elizabeth Sirriyeh, Sufi Visionary of Ottoman Damascus. ʿAbd Al-Ghanī al-
Nābulusī, 1641-1731, London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005, pp. 57-83. 
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must always be in congruence with the Book and the Sunna. But he then argues that in 
special cases, limited in number only by God’s will (and hence potentially innumerable!), 
one may receive even exoteric knowledge directly from God, drawing upon the well-known 
example of ʿUways al-Qaranī as evidence.49 In fact there are those—many, in fact—who, 
being completely illiterate, can discourse competently upon the meanings of the Qur’an and 
Hadith thanks to God’s direct revelation to their intellects.50 The only real qualification 
Nābulusī maintains, beyond his contention that they almost automatically act in accordance 
with the Book and Sunna, is that such people ought not to deliver legal rulings to others, 
nor should those Friends of God who received all their knowledge through special 
revelation act as preceptors for sufi initiates. Yet Nābulusī also argues that many an 
illiterate man taught by God and given grace by Him ends up actually carrying out the very 
actions outlined by exoteric, textual ʿilm far better than the many ʿulamāʾ who are ‘all 
talk’.51 While an entire volume could be devoted to Nābulusī’s interactions, recorded in his 
travel narratives and elsewhere, with ‘living saints’, particularly the enigmatic majdhūb-
type saint, suffice to say the saints he encountered and memorialized often fit just such a 
mould of divinely inspired illiterateness and low social class.52 God’s saints can be found 
anywhere, and one ought to err on the side of recognizing sanctity, in keeping with both the 
command to ‘think well’ of one’s fellow Muslims, and in recognition of the earth’s being 
filled with the hidden and visible friends of God.53 

Overall, the boundaries of what counts as correct Islam, and the proper routes of 
																																								 																					

49 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 172 and 380. 
50 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 169. 
51 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 175, 179. In one of his letters Nābulusī has this to say about such ʿulamāʾ and 
their possession of merely partial knowledge: ‘And I am composing for you a very effective précis 
from this knowledge the seeking of which is your duty—it is knowledge which is effective for you 
in the next world before God the Exalted, rather than the knowledge whose goal is the proliferation 
of mere discourse (al-qīl wa-l-qāl), which cultivates merely the exterior, and which most of today’s 
ʿulamāʾ are tempted to. But God did not create the human person with only an exterior, rather, He 
created the person as having an exterior and an interior, with both having a means of betterment. 
The Muḥammadan sharīʿa has brought the betterment of the exterior and the interior, not just the 
betterment of one of the two only. Those who are restricted to only the betterment of their exteriors, 
to the exclusion of the betterment of their interiors through sharʿī struggle (mujāhada), consisting in 
the purification of souls from blameworthy attributes […], they know part of the sharīʿa, act 
according to it, but are ignorant of the rest!’ See Nābulusī, Wasāʾil al-taḥqīq, p. 43. 
52 But a few relevant examples: wandering mysterious saints in the mountains of Lebanon, ʿAbd al-
Ghanī al-Nābulusī, Ḥullat al-dhahab al-ibrīz fī riḥlat Baʿlabakk wa-l-Biqāʿ al-ʿazīz, ed. Ṣalāḥ al-
Dīn al-Munajjid, in Zwei Beschreibungen des Libanon. ʿAbdalġanī an-Nābulusīs Reise durch die 
Biqāʿ und al-Uṭaifīs Reise nach Tripolis, eds. Salāḥ al-Dīn al-Munajjid and Stefan Wild, Beiruter 
Texte und Studien, vol. 21, Beirut: Orient-Institute, 1979, pp. 109-10; a saintly freed slave, a 
majdhūb, in a cave in Palestine: ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, al-Ḥaḍra al-unsiyya fī l-riḥla al-
qudsiyya, ed. Akram Ḥasan al-ʿUlabī, Beirut: al-Maṣādir, 1990, pp. 67-8; a rebuke of an errant 
theological point by another majdhūb, see ibid., p. 80; the operation of ilhām in the heart of a 
disciple of a departed saint, see ibid., p. 339; and the saintly interactions and patronages before and 
after Nābulusī’s birth, see Ghazzī, al-Wird al-unsī, pp. 75-8. 
53 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, pp. 189-90. 
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‘Islamic epistemology,’ are pushed out to a remarkable distance by Nābulusī, though 
without rejecting the ‘normative’ Islam of the ‘exoteric’ ʿulamāʾ. But such a normative 
Islam co-exists in his vision with a vast multiplicity within, an understanding of Islam that 
appears even more strongly in his other works. In his Jamʿ al-asrār fī radd al-ṭaʿn ʿan al-
ṣūfīyya (Gathering of the Secrets in the Repulsing of Defamation against Sufism), for 
instance, he ends up arguing that all forms of dhikr—no matter how ‘extreme’ the external 
actions—are legitimate and praiseworthy, effectively ‘legalizing’ and ‘normalizing’ 
varieties of Sufism frequently disparaged by even ‘sufi-positive’ ʿulamāʾ.54 On a similar 
note, he argues from a saying of Junayd about ways to God being ‘opened’ through 
following in Muḥammad’s footsteps: it is not that there is one single specified ‘way’, but 
rather there are many ways, ‘opened’ towards their goal of reaching God through imitation 
of Muḥammad—imitation that is not one size fits all, however. And the validity or 
otherwise of particular actions or beliefs cannot be judged by the merely exoteric ʿulamāʾ: 
rather, it is the ‘perfected ones’ who can understand both the exoteric and the esoteric.55 
For Khādimī, by contrast, the same passages on epistemology and related topics are 
opportunities to further restrict sufi ‘excesses’, not to expand the limits; multiplicity within 
Islam, while not entirely rejected by our more austere commentator, is viewed with caution 
and suspicion. Such multiplicity, and the many possibilities for inner right belief and 
action, would seem to mitigate against the application of a strong moralist or policing 
stance—which is precisely the tack Nābulusī takes, here and throughout his career. 

While it does not seem that Birgivî himself advocated an especially ‘activist’ 
version of Islam, focusing more on one’s own interior rectification—through rejection of 
corrupting bidʿa and self-discipline in good deeds and inner states—his later followers 
certainly embraced a deeply activist stance, exemplified in the battles, sometimes quite 
literal, waged between Kadızâdelis and their opponents in Istanbul at the height of the 
movement’s political power and social penetration.56 Even if the intrusive political actions 
puritan Muslims carried out in the imperial core and elsewhere do not seem to have been 
replicated in Damascus, the potential for such actions existed—and, perhaps just as 
importantly, Nābulusī’s project of exegetical containment and adjustment looked beyond 
Syria to all places in which the Ṭarīqa maintained its semi-canonical status. In keeping with 
what is arguably one of the central themes of his life, Nābulusī argued in his commentary 
against such an activist stance, and the ‘spying’ and hypocritical attempts at social control 

																																								 																					
54 For instance, ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, Jamʿ al-asrār fī radd al-ṭaʿn ʿan al-ṣūfīyya al-akhyār 
ahl al-tawājud bi-l-adhkār, Damascus: Dār al-Maḥabba, 2000, pp. 81, 94, 134-5, 151-2. 
55 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, p. 169. 
56 Regarding Birgivî as being relatively opposed to ‘activism’, I follow here both my own reading of 
his corpus and the arguments made through Ivanyi, Virtue, Piety and the Law. For Kadızâdeli 
disruptions in various parts of the Ottoman world, see, among others, Zilfi, The Politics of Piety; 
Madeline C. Zilfi, “The Kadizadelis: Discordant Revivalism in Seventeenth-Century Istanbul”, 
Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 45/4 (1986), pp. 251–69, at p. 262, where Zilfi notes attempts to 
silence Halvetis due to their alleged besmirchment; and Rudolph Peters, “The battered dervishes of 
Bab Zuwayla: a religious riot in eighteenth-century Cairo”, in Eighteenth-Century Renewal and 
Reform in Islam, ed. Nehemia Levtzion and John Obert Voll, Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University 
Press, 1987. 
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that went with it.57 

His arguments against such forms of religio-social activism track to those parts of 
the text that might on the surface be used to support such activism. For instance, he argues, 
the purpose of religious admonition is just that: admonition, which does not single people 
out but speaks in general terms. Admonition should be considerate, both of human 
weakness—it is easy to become ‘confused’, and not just for sufis scaling the inner 
heights—and of the possibility that one has misunderstood the phenomenon that he is 
condemning. It is entirely possible in fact that what appears to be an evil action on 
someone’s part is not, because the external observer cannot see what God sees—the heart 
and the all-important ‘intention’.58 Thus, one should not think evil of one’s fellow Muslim, 
or pry into people’s affairs looking for wrong-doing or wrong-belief. 59  Nor should 
anyone—meaning in fact the self-professed claimants to Birgivî’s legacy—claim that the 
pious Anatolian scholar himself practised such ‘singling out’ of people, or pried into their 
affairs.60 Rather, the admonition he practised should be the model for others: general, not 
person- or group-specific when directed outwards, and chiefly directed at one’s own self 
anyway. 61  In this, Birgivî was merely following the example of the Prophet, whom 
Nābulusī describes repeatedly as a vigorous foe of ‘spying’ and other ‘activist’ practices—a 
further component in the particular memoralization of the Prophet mentioned above, 
intended to blunt the manoeuverings of the ʿulamāʾ in the ‘public sphere’.62 

There is no room in this worldview for any sort of programme of confessional 
disciplining and enforcement, even if some in the Ottoman world found such schemes 
attractive, looking to the tradition of ‘commanding the right and forbidding the wrong’; in 
fact, Nābulusī regards such things as ‘excesses’ which are, ironically, innovations and 
deviations from the path of the sharīʿa. 63  In congruity with other critics of rigorist, 
reformist actions, and arguably reflective of a long discursive tradition within Islam, 
Nābulusī sought to restrict the parameters of such admonition and disciplining, preferring 
an inwardly directed approach, irenic and cautious when directed outwards, even radical in 

																																								 																					
57 Among many possible instances, see Nābulusī, Mūsīqā, pp. 41-50. 
58 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, pp. 370-81. For an even more detailed and intense reiteration of these 
principles, see ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī, Kitāb īḍāḥ al-dalālāt, Damascus: (s.n.), 1884, pp. 6-15. 
59 Nābulusī, Ḥadīqa, vol. 1, pp. 31 and 382. 
60 Ibid., vol. 1 pp. 155 and 162. 
61 Many places, but for instance, see ibid., vol. 1 pp. 89, 129, 179-80. 
62 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 131-2, where it is just such behaviour that Nābulusī calls the true bidʿa of the 
age. 
63 Ibid., see also ibid., pp. 186-90: ‘It is rather incumbent upon us that we not think evil of anyone 
from among the people specifically, and that we receive the words and deeds of our Muslim 
brothers in a manner forgiving towards them, and that we not spy out their shame, and that we 
admonish them in a general manner. […] We follow in that the path of God and His Prophet in 
commanding the good and forbidding the evil—God knows the corrupt from the pure. And we 
diverge from what the ʿulamāʾ of this age mean [by those terms] and their preaching through 
singling people out […] with spying and thinking evil of the elite and the common, believing that 
all of that is obedience to God—but it is from among the most heinous of sins!’   
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the limitations he places on the application of ‘commanding the good’ and moral judgement 
and admonition generally, contending that ‘only God knows the true state of people, so the 
ʿulamāʾ are only vested with giving good advice and warning, without thinking evil of 
people, spying, or trying (imtiḥān) anyone’.64 Even when dealing with something like the 
Hadith about the seventy-three communities that will be ‘in the Fire’, he embraces 
interpretations that would limit the impact of this Hadith, arguing that the Fire here is 
simply for temporary purification, and the communities mentioned are merely groups of 
Muslims, who should not be considered infidels.65 

 That said, Nābulusī himself does not hesitate in marking out at least one group of 
people as lying perilously close to the outer boundary of Islam (and possibly beyond it) due 
to their beliefs and actions—the ‘fanatics’ or ‘ignorant ones’ who profess themselves to be 
the true guardians of Islam, but in fact end up doing what they accuse others of: corrupting 
religion. Instead of practising true piety, they misuse pious books such as this one, 
hypocritically citing passages to attack their enemies. And while they can learnedly discuss 
proper pronunciation and grammatical meanings, they are nonetheless ignorant of more 
profound things, and fail to practise even what little they can understand.66 This intense 
critique of the ‘fanatics’ and puritan-minded ʿulamāʾ also functions as a critique of 
Ottoman ʿulamāʾ generally, should they overstep their necessary, but limited, place in the 
divine scheme. Simultanously, then, Nābulusī is restricting the political and authoritative 
scope of the exoteric ʿulamāʾ, while expanding and solidifying the social and cultural scope 
of claimants of extra-textual, saintly gnosis, himself included. The counter-vision of 
Khādimī in his comments on the same passages is worth noting here: for him, textuality, as 
against saintly ‘private revelation’, is a way of making knowledge potentially universal, 
against the claims of a spiritual elite to possess their own avenues of revelation.67 Therein, 
of course, lies one of the fundamental fracture lines within Ottoman Islam, an epistemic 
question, whose answers’ repercussions could be felt across the scope of social and 
religious life, and which would continue on contested into the modern era. 

In conclusion, Nābulusī, Khādimī, and other commentators upon Birgivî’s Ṭarīqa 
used the socially authoritative—and contested—platform of the source work to contend for 
their own versions of Islam as it should be lived, doing so in constant dialogue with both 
the text itself and the interpretations, explicit and inchoate, that had already accumulated 
around it. The varied receptions of this text are in themselves a good indication of the 
multiplicitous and indeed vigorous state of Islamic thought and practice well into the 18th 
century, a diversity that we should avoid binarizing or over-simplifying.68 Even as we can 
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identify clear areas of controversy and disagreement, the ways in which Ottoman scholars 
and non-scholars addressed these controversies and disagreements varied greatly, and were 
unsurprisingly never entirely coherent. For Nābulusī, the revered status of the Ṭarīqa was 
by his time a social fact that required subtle confrontation and creative adaptation—and 
there were, after all, elements within the text that he found perfectly congruent, even as he 
consciously and unconsciously worked against the text, creatively re-reading and indeed re-
writing it, working to claim it for his particular vision of Islam. Where Birgivî saw an ever 
more degenerate decline of historical time, Nābulusī saw the continuity of divine presence 
and action; in place of a limiting critique of saintly authority and extra-textual revelation, 
Nābulusī placed saintly epistemology at the centre of things; and against activist readings 
of Birgivî, the great shaykh of Damascus claimed the same text as an authority for a 
decidedly anti-interventionist ethic of public morality. Ironically perhaps, in all of these 
exegetical interventions, Nābulusī to some extent reinforced the socio-religious prestige of 
the father of Ottoman puritanism, even as he claimed Birgivî’s authority in defence of 
saintly knowledge, poetry and song, tobacco and dance, and other practices at which 
Birgivî would have no doubt recoiled. That said, in their mutual revulsion at spying and 
hypocrisy, the bon vivant shaykh of Damascus and the ascetic preacher of Birgi were 
united, no small agreement in the roiling struggles of early modern Ottoman Islam, to be 
sure. 
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