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/ 90 g 5% This article explores debates surroundiﬁg the controversial spiritual exercise of rabita

'ii ~ the binding of the disciple with a Sufi master by envisioning the image of the master
| in different parts of the body. Despite being criticized asa non?Qur‘anic practice and as
a form of idolatry, rdbifa was made a ritual of prominence among the Khalidi-
g Nagshbandi suborder which took shape in early nineteenth-century Syria and sprea.d
i throughout the late Ottoman Empire. Tracing defenses of the practice from Arabic
sources in the early nineteenth century to Turkish language treatises in the twentieth
i century, L argue that the Sufi @dab manual al-Bahja al-saniyya composed by Muhammad
i b. ‘Abdallah al-Khani (1798-1862) established a repertoire of arguments that have been
adopted and reused in Turkish language treatises until the present with little vari;tion,
L revealing a remarkable continuity of apologetics over nearly two centuries. Additionally,
’ the article considers the role of this ritual in defining the nature of mastex-disciple rela-
i tionships and establishing hierarchies of Sufi devotion and obedience.
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Debates about ritual practice in Sufi orders are often related to the nature of -

interpersonal relationships, the structures of power, and the modes of succes-
; : sion within a given lineage. As such, changes in ritual can be entangled in in-
k ternal debates in ways that unite concerns about piety, community, a.nd
leadership. A case in point is the controversial practice of rabita - the binding
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" of the heart of the disciple with a Sufi master by envisioning the shaykh and
mediating upon this image in different parts of the body:! This spiritual exer-
cise haslong been denounced as a non-Islamic practice and a ritual innovation -
by reformist critics, but within the Nagshbandi order it has been a central prac-
tice and a focal point of the master-disciple relationship. However, due to in-
terventions by Shaykh Khalid al-Baghdadi (1776-1827) that altered the practice,
rabifa has fueled an internal debate within the Khalidi-Nagshbandi suborder
going back to the early nineteenth century.
This article examines defenses of binding following a major reordering of

the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya Sufi order in late Ottoman Damascus and trac-

BINDING WITH A PERFECT SUFI MASTER

- es the legacy of such defenses into the Turkish Republic. The following pages

explore selected Arabic, Ottoman-Turkish and Turkish treatises on this con-
tentious ritual. I focus on the Sufi @dab manual al-Bahja al-saniyya composed
by Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah al-Khani (1798-1862), closely examining its defense
of the practice and its relationship with Abdiilhakim Arvasi’s (1865-1943) Turk-
ish-language treatise Rdbuta-i Serife. 1 argue that al-Khants arguments form the
main textual basis for debates over rdbita in the Turkish Republic. Despite po-
litical and legal transformations affecting the operation of the Sufi lodges, one
can observe a remarkable continuity of argumentation from empire to repub-
lic surrounding this contentious spiritual exercise.
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The Khalidi-Nagshbandi Order and Shaykh Khalid - SONRA GELEN DOK{ i

The Khalidi branch of the Nagshbandi order became influential in the early
nineteenth century and continues to hold an important position in modern
Turkey and Syria, with branches fanning out around the globe.2 Well-known
for its role in anti-colonial jihad and its influence on the formation of political
Islam in modern Turkey, the Khalidiyya has roots in late Ottoman Damascus,
Wwhere the Sufi.teacher Shaykh Khalid al-Baghdadi had his most enduring base
of operations. In his lifetime, Shaykh Khalid amassed a large number of disci-*
ples, made strategic contacts with members of the Ottoman ruling class, and "
propagated a particular political vision of the Nagshbandi path - one that
prized active opposition to European imperialism, pledged allegiance to the
Ottoman caliphate, and endorsed vehemently anti-ShiT views. Khalid also

1 Onthe general concept of rabita, see: Fritz Meier, Zwei Abhandlungen iiber die Nagsbandiyya
{Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1994); B. Abu Manneh, “Khalwa and Ribita in the Khalidi
suborder’, in Nagshbandis, ed. Alexandre Popovic, Marc Gaborieau, Thierry Zarcone (Istanbul-
Paris: Editions Isis, 1990), 28g-302. .

2 Thierry Zarcone, “Les Nakgibendi et Ja république turque’, Turcica 24 (1992), 133-51.
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