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,1t"..:
Did Sufism,the mysticaltraditionof Islam, in fact
,W1.
" -*r!ee?
provrd€
the bridge?"
The affirmativeanswerwill showhow the prayer ofthe
Heart links the mysticaltraditionsofChristianity,Islam,and India.
Part l: Hesychasm
Hesychasm,or the "Prayer of the Heart" enjoyedimmense
successin th€
world' andias beenpopularisedin the Westby the book The llay
"Il"o:1
oJ
the Pilgrim. Hesychasmis commonlytracedbackto Mt Sinai in
the sixth
century and contrasts with the liturgical prayer and coenobitic
life
propoundedby Basil the Great.
It goesthroughthreestages:ro
l. Firstly the spiritualityderivedfrom the desertfathersand described
mostperfectly in the schoolof Mt Sinai in the sixth and seventh
centuries,
thereforebefore the Hegira, the foundationof Islam. The sentence
of John
Climacus, who is the outstandingfigure of this first stage,will have
an
immenseimpact:
Let theremembrance
ofJesusbepresent
with youreverybreath.Then
indeedyouwill apFeciate
thevalueofstillnes!11ou1ioj.rl
2. After a gap of many centuries,which it is hard to fill,r2 the second
stage is found in the writings of Mt Athos in thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries..Whalis perhapsthe earliest of these wrilings,ll partly quoted
above,is ''attributed by somemodem scholarsto Nicepf,orus;,r4an
Italian
Catholic from Calabriaor Sicilyls who convertedto Ortiodoxy and
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3 8 1 -3 8 2.
':1lofut Clim cns, The Ladder ofDiine Asceit (Lordon
1982)2?0.
'' Baier, Yoga,33.
'' Baier' roga36
lhe datiog ofthe text is conhoverted. some say the fi."t halfofthe rwelfth
century CE, while F. von Lilienfeld proposes some time between thc
twclfth atrd thrleenth
Ijah{le
rhe thirreenth ccntufy CE. Baier, fogd, j6.
rc.ei:wt9s.\.
-ero-poses
_, le ls also calted Nrcephorus tbe Solitary, Nicephorus the Hesychast, Nicephorus the
Haqioite. Petite^Philocalie de la priire du coeq trans. JeaoCouillard (paris
l9?9i 138. He is
me cacner ot uregory palamas,Haushen,..La methoded,oraison
h6sycbaste,,,llg; Louis
Cardet."La mentiondu nom divin ed mysriquemusulrnane,,,
ner.nefi.ii"
6r';S.
'' Jean Meyendorff, Saint Grigoire palinas et to zlystrqueorthodore (paris ttgiZl
2002) 4q.
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a monk on Mt Athos during the reign of Michael VIII Paleologus
(1261-1252), whose policy of reunion with the Catholic Church he
opposed.l6He arived at Mt Athos at a time when, accordingto Gregory of
Slnai (1255-13a6), contemplative life and mental prayer were almost
compl;ly absent.fromthe holy mountain.lTAlthough Gregorypopularises
the method,Nicephorusis the first. as far as we can tell. to linlr the "Prayer
'o
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sojoum in
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During
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of
Method
by
of the psychophysicalmethodspopularised
by ttrim.26He accusedthe hesychastsof being
Pruv.r'i und was scandalised
but soonabandonedhis attacksalongtheselines'"
Meisaliansor Bogomils2T
such as the radical
and directedhis attentionto more theologicalissues2e
light After the
Taboric
of
unknowability of God and the €xperience
16Meyendorff, Saint Grigoire Polamas, 43 Little else is known about his life MeyendorfT'
Saint Gregoire Palamas, 44.
'? Haushen,"Les grandscouants", 132
l8 Hausherrshowi uncertaintyotr this issue.He variously rejectsand supportslhe idea that
;'La mithode d'oraison hdsychaste" Cf Haushen, "La m6thode
Nicephorus is the author of
and 133in favour'
131
against
d'omisonhdsychaste",
Ie Meyendorff, sdir,/ Grlgoire Palamas' 49
20Meyendorff, Saint Grigoire Palamas, 49
2t Meyendorff, Saint Grigoire Palamas, 5l
11Haushen.
"Les grandscoumnts".132-J
2r Hausherr,"Les grandscourants",133
Hausherr,"Les grandscouranls",135
'?a
25Meyendorff, Saint Grigoirc Palatnas 64
'z6Meyendorff, Sainl Gragoire Palamas 66
2?Meyendorff, Sainr GraSoire Palamas 66.
23Palamas,Dd/ense,xxxiii.
2eCl 'Letter v to lgnatius", in G Schiro, ed, Barlaam Calabro, Epistole Greche Qalermo
1954)323-324,quotedin Meyendorff,Sairr Crigoire Palamas 6T'
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Palanrite victory he retumed as a bishop to ltaly and spent Dart of his linal
years tcachingCreek to Petrarch.l0
"The Method" climaxes with the following passage:
Then, seatedin a quiet (nofle) cell, to one side in a comer. do as I
nou say:closethe door and raiselour mind {vorlv,beyondany vain
and passingobject, then placing your chin againstyour breastand
tuming the eye ofyour body, along with all your mind, to the middle
of your stomach,in other words to your navel, restrict your nasal
inhalation in such as way as not to breathe freely, and mentally
explore within your abdominalcavity in searchof the place of the
heart (Kop6io5) where all the powers of the soul are oleased ro
frequent.At the startyou wil find a stubbomdarknessand densitybut
by perseveringand practisingthis activity day and night you wili hnd
- O wonder - a limitless btiss (eigpoorirnv). In faci, ai soon as the
spirit finds the place of th€ heart,it suddenlyperceiveswhat it never
knew: for it perceivesthe air (ti6pe) existingin the centreofthe hean
and it seesitself entirely composedof Iight (q<orervdv)and full of
discemment,and from now on as soon as a thought comes to the
surfacebefore even it finishesand takes form, by the invocationof
J€susChrist the [spirit] drives it out and eliminatesit. From this
moment on the spirit, in its oppositionto th€ demons,awakensthe
naturalangerand beatsaway th€ spiritual enemies.The rest you will
leam with the help ofGod by keepingcustodyof the mind (voo9 and
ke€pingJesusin the heart(6v rap6ig); for, as they say,sit in your cell
and it will teachyou all things.
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well as on yoga and Hinduism,rait takescare to show that its major tenets
are compatiblewith the essentialsof Islam and interpretstexts from the
teachings.It is throughthe writings of al-Ghazali
Qur'an b substantiate
-its
in the eleventhcenturyr5that Sufism is finally acceptedinto the mainstream
of Islam.
The Sufis, much influenced by the early Muslim female mystic
Rabi'a,36seeka specialfriendship(walaya)wilh God.A fine exampleof this
love is given in a poemby Hallaj (c. 858-922CE):
I amHewhomI love,andHewhomI loveis I.
We are/no spiritsdwellingin onebody.
Ifthou seestme,thouseestHim;
Andifthou seestHim.thouseestusboth.''
They believe they can do so by a direct knowledgeof the divine truth38so
that ecstasyand experienceare preferredover theorelicalknowledge and
The heartis all imponant.o"
leaming.te
Progressionalong the mystical way dependedon training under
guidanceso thatvariouspaths(lcrirT)*'and schoolsdevelopedled by masters
(sftayk) who have themselvesattainedgnosis."' The relationshipof these
mastersand schoolsis highly variedand complex.'-'Progresscan take place

SaintGrigoirc palamas,70.
'' Hausherr,"La mdthoded'oraisonh€sychaste",
164-165.Own t-anslation.
" J. SpencerTriminghafi, The SuJiOrders in Istan (Oxfotd 197 2.
D
" Saiyad Athar Abbas
.Rizvi, A History oI Sufsm in India. vol. I 1Ne* Delhi t978) 32. In
BaShdad' from the ninth century onwards, works werg translated fiom the Greek,
ord persiim
and Sanskrit. The works of Slriac Cbristianmystics were also hanslatedinto
Arabic. The
Mystic Trcatkes of lsajjc ofNineveh (seventh century CE) in pa.ticular and of
Aphraates anO
or tphrafm thr Synan (bothJouth century CE) were knowl to SuIi ctcles. F(izei,
A History of
tndta, 49.."...the Christianmysticismofthe regionplayeda role in the development
!t!i:n-i:
or Julrsm among Musfjms". lan Gillman and Hans_JoachimKlimkei\ Christians
M Asia
beIorc I 500 (Ann Atbot 1999) 68.

" Trimingham.ThcStf On1en, 33.
tt 1058-lI I I CE. Nizvi, A H istory of sufisn in Intlia, 64.
16 Cf. Margaret Smith, R.r6i'd the llbstic AD 717-801' a*l her .fellow-saintsin Islam
(Amsterdam 1974). "Her conceptionand expressionof ldivine love] is regarded as an
importantmilesionein lhe dev€lopmentof Sufism."Rizvi,,4 Hrrlotl ofSufismin India, 3l
r7
Quoted without reference in Rizvi, ,4 ilisrory of SuJismin India. 58
rBTrimingham,flre Sal Orlers, 1.
Ti,mtj|,gham, The SuJiorders, 4.
'"
a0
Zu'n-Nun (796-c. 861 CE) describesgnosisas ". knowledgeofthe attributesofthe Unity,
and this belongsto the saints,thosewho contemplatethe Faceof Ciodwithin their hearts,so
that God revealsHimself to them in a way in which He is not revealedto any othersin the
world-" Rizvi,,4 Jttrlory of Sufisn in India,41
"' Trimingham,The Su/iO eN. I
ot Th. Sufi brotherhoods tmce their origins back to Muhammad himself. Rizvl, A History oJ
Sufismin India, 20. Somedo so throughthe figure of Abu Bak, the fiIst caliph of Islam and
one ofthe Prophet'smost devotedfollowers Tle ShiiteSufis,however,tracetheir origin back
to Ali ibn Abi Talib, the Prophet'scousinand son-in-law Rizvi,I Airbry of Sufisn in lndia,
25. As an exampleofthe claim to legitimacythe Naqshbandi,althoughthey begin in | 140 CE
(Riz\'l, A History of Sufsm in lndin, 95) provide a pedigreeof authority (rifurJld)stIetching
back to thc ProDhet.
ar The paths "are in number as the souls of men", which phrase is quoted without
acknowledgment in Rizvi- A History ofsulsn in India 20
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Part II: Sufism

ir. a natural development wirhin Islam.32Although it draws
lufi:T
signfficantly.on a variety of sources,on eastemChristianity,bJth Nestorian
ano Jynac,-- on Unosticism,neo-platonism,Manicheism,and Buddhism,
as
to Meyendofif,
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through non-celibatemonasticlife or the hermit life, throughpoverty and
rcliancconCod_alone.throughpublic self-humiliarionoa
or-throughmusic
and poctry"' with its themesof profane love and through intoxicationwith
winc, to which the dervishesadded ,,number and sfmbol, colours and
pcrfumesand incense...evenalcoholand druss.'/6
The goal can be reachedaboveall throigh the ritualistic repetitionof a
fonnula centering on recollection or dhikr, the recitation of th" diuin.
name,'' which is given a solid basison the eur'6nic injunction:,,Remember
Cod with frequentremembrance
and glorify Him moming andevening,,.a8
The dhikraecan be practisedin two situations:solitary and collective.
It was divided into threet)?es: the recitalionof the longue,the recrtationin
the heart_.
and the intimate recitation.50Ghazali deicribes the solitary
recitation5rin_away which suggeststhat the techniquemay dependon the
recitationof the single word, the monologistos,of the desirt fitherss2and
especiallythoseof Mt Sinai.5rThe earliesievidenceof recitationin a group,
the collectiverecitationdatesto the twelfth century CE5aand most clearly
reflectslhe influenceof Indian practicesvia the Mongols,not only in the usi
of japa, recitation but also in the use of posturestaten from hitha_yoga.s5
Did the private recitationalso includebreathingtechniquesand postures?It
is hard to know sincethe privatemethodwas reiervedto the initi;te.56
Note the followine Sufi text:

-' Seean example
Sivenn Riz\i. A History oJSuJitn in India. 10.
' Trimingham.ThcSufi Orders, 195-196.
" Triminghan, fre Su, Orders,l99.
'
,Hakim at-Tirmidhi (d. A.D. 898) is the first Mustim
to speculateon the Logos, for
."Al
which he usesthe word Dhikr...". Trimingham,The Sufi Onlerc, tOl n_ L Wl,ll"
inno *uy
dcnyingthe unjty ofcod, ifa practitioneris to attaindirect knowledgeofGod by means
ofthe
word, lhe word itselfmust perfecrlyexpressGod and be a perfectme-ans
ofattainine Him.
Akr an xxrrr.4t. Seealsoii l5f,iv. 104,vii.206 etc.Trimingham,
TheSufiOiers, 194,n.

!

"'One ofthe earliestreferencesto ,/rilr is given in Al-Maqdisl,Arrd n (rt-Mqasim
\corllpteted
,n Shirazin CE 985)-"Slfis were numerous,performingthe ./rtfl
OataDDlriin their mosques
irllcr_theFridayprayerand recitingblessingson the prophetfrom the pulpit.,;Cl. Triminghim.
7hl Snli Orders. 6.
'" (;ardet,"La mentiondu nom divin", 662 fl
(;rrJct. La mentiondu nomdlvin',64:.
_
'- ( itrdct. "La menliondu nom divin',.
647.
(
..' i rdcl. I a rncntiondu nomdivin ', 6,14.
(;irrdct,"l,a mentiondu nom divin", 642 and 650.
(;nrdur.'L mcrrlionJu nom divin'. b50
" (iirr'(lct.Lll Incntiondu nom divin",650
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againstthe roof of his mouth,his
He mustk€epthe tonguepressed
lips andteethfirmly shut,andhold his breath Thenlhe beginsto
reciteth€phraseta itahailla'llah whichmeans:"Thereis no godbut
fromthenavelto
God"l startingwith thewordla, he makesit ascend
to theright
i/a,a
thebrain.Whenit hasarrivedat thebrain,he says
into the
forcefully
it
shoulderandi\a'tlah b the left side,driving
The
body
rest
ofthe
all
th€
to
it
circulates
pineatheartthroughwhich
phraseMulammatlrasrl Altah is madeto incline from the left to the
right side and then one s-qys,"My God, Thou art my goal and
Theeis mYaim".''
satisrying
centuryand is quotedhere for
Although this text datesfrom the seventeenth
its suciinctness,it correspondsto the methodspractisedat least since the
twelfth centuryCE.58
A numberof elementsare to be noted:the physicaldispositionof the
mouth; the holding of breath;the recitationof a sentence"There is no god
but God", which ii recitedin stagesmoving throughthe variouscentresof
the body, from the navel to the brain, then in a sort of circularpattem dowr
to the heart, from which tbe word penetratesto the rest of the body Thus
posture,breath,recitation,the variouscentres,and the heart are involved"
tut the word and the hearthold centralplace.60As a result the practitioner

tt Tal-ud din ibn Zakariya. Risal.tt tunun d Ta ifut dn Naqrh harrdilv(, Cambridge'Add'
.F
MS. i073. pp. 4-5 quotcdin Triminghln, Th( S|1fortutt 202 Taj-ad-dindied in MeccaCE
1640.
5f Gardet.'La mentiondu nom divin", 658
5e"Dans le dlikr. du moins tcl qu'il esl pratiquddepuisle Xtl€ sieclc' s'unissentetroltement
les rdglesde I'dmission de la voix et de la prononciation'celles concemantl'dmission du
soulfli, et les posesou attitldcs corporelles".[ln /ritl, al lcaslin the way it is practisedin the
XIIth century, the rules conceming voice production and ptonunciation and the rules
conceming tire emlssion ol breath and the postur€sor attitudes of the body are closely
combined.lGardet,"La mentiondu nom divin",659M
Gouillard, Pelite Phitocalie, which contains a selcction of texts from the Philokatia,
includes,as an Appendix, 235-248.a Sufi techniqueon the Prayerof the Hean taken from
(d
by Sheik MuhummadAmin al-Kuridi al-Shafi'i nal-Naqshabandi
Tanwir alqtiab ;iftn
CE 1914).3rd edn (Cairo,no date given) 548-558 He iDcludesthis text becausert compares
with and indeed surpassesin detail the text of "The Method". The Naqshbandi'as a
brotherhood,is saidto originatewith Abu Ya'qub Yusuf al-Hamadani(d l140 CE) but one of
his disciples,"Abdu'l-fhitiq uin 'Abau'tlamil from nearBukiara' was the true originatorof
the uniq;e featuresof the order with its stresson puely mental./'*/ and the restraintof the
breath."'Trimingham, The Suf Orders, 62-63. Although his writings were founded on the
S,irarib, his eighl principlesofSufi life and the ritualswere deeplyindebtedto yogic practices
cunent in the iegi,onof Bokhara.Triminghnm,The SuJiOrders, 62 f The Naqshbandiderive
their narnefrom-MuhammadBaht ud-Din Naqshband'bom in l3l7 nearBokhara Mainefte
Bruno,Les dils de Lalla et la quetetryslique(Paris I999) 126.
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knows God directly and experiencesecstasy.The Hesychast
text and the
Sufi text are clearlycomparable.
Part III: Contacts BetweenIndia and Sufism
All"ldl
ln the eighth and ninth cenhries CE wandering monts who were
calledIndian- althoughthe precisemeaningof this desifrration
is not sure_
yerg j9 _belound in Mesoporamiaand Syrii.6r In the niith cennfy CE Abu
Yazid(d.874 or 878 CE) promoredtbe controlof breathin
a wav, wfrictris
lndran.--ln the tenthand eleventhcenturiesCE Al_Biruni(CE
973-l04gfr
made an Arabic translationof the yoga_Sirrasof patafljali,a
which would
indicatea level of interestand discussionin suchmatters.
IndeedAl_Birrlni
often notesthe similarity ofyoga with the teachingof the Sufis.65
The matter
rs by no meanssettled. In the eleventh century CE the pra ctitionerc
of hathayog1, the Nath-yogins supposedly founded by Gorakhnath in north_east
India, have pe.netrated
into Centrat Asia and iran and influence the Sufi
brotherhoods.""By the twelfth century CE dhikr had come
to involve
-postur€,control of breath,co-ordinatedmovementsand
oral repetition,,.6?
In the thirteenth century CE the typically hatha_yogic textAmrita'Kundo
was
translatedinto Arabic.
BetweenSulis and Hesychasts
The weight of scholarlyopinion is moving in the direction
of Sufismas the
bridge
India aad the psychophysicalinfluences seen in .,The
-between
Heryghastprayer" but what'is-the bridge betweenEurope and
l4ejhod^9f
Sufism?How did this occur on the Christian side?-68
part of the difficulty
lies in the fact that the textual record is unpublishedo. aest
oy"a unOutro
that the interactionwas oral in the first instance.6e
'' Baier, Yoga,29.
",Rizvi. A Hhtory ofsufism in lndia,4344.
"' BaieL Yosa, 29.
Sr4 Orders, l9i n. i. cardet, ,.La menriondu nom divin,,,205 n. 2.
i 11ml"ettar"..fn
" suchas Massignon
flowever. wnters
have broughtinto doubt arly connectionbetweenthese
traditions.Baier. yoga, 30.
*
Baiet, Yopa.31.
6t 'fiminghwn,
The SuJiOrders, lgg.
- Meyendorfl is convhced thar, given the multitude of contacts
between christians and
Muslims at the time, there must h-avebeel mufual influence.
Meyendorff, Saint Gragoire
6e
Baie4 Yoga, 70.

Sufsu and Hesychasm

The seventhand eighth centuriesCE allowed easyconversebetween
Christians,Jews,and Muslims.It was only with the involvementof the state
with religious questions.from the time of the Abassid caliphate,that these
relationsbecamestrained.'"
Despite,indeedbecauseof the Crusades,the contactsbetweenEurope
The pilgrimages,whetherof
and the Levantwere constantand considerable.
to
Mecca or of the wandering
Land
or
of
Muslims
Christiansto the Holy
human
beings.For example,
mixing
of
sadhusof India, meant a constant
Abu Madya, who was bom in the twelfth century CE in Seville, adopted
Sufism during his travelsin North Africa and after his pilgrimageto Mecca
spenttime in Baghdadwith Rifa'i, the founderof a Sufi order, and leamed
from him as also from Dewisheswho had come from India, breathingand
poshre techniques,which_he later communicatedto his disciples in the
Maghreb of North Africa." The cities of Venice and Genoagrew rich in
trade with the Middle-Eastand, indirectly, with South and East Asia. The
homelandof Nicephorusand Barlaam,namely Sicily and Calabria,saw a
remarkablecooperationbetweenChristiansPndMuslims durinS-$eNorman
overlordshipand especiallyunder Frederick II Hohenstaufen.''However,
accordingto Gardet it is from the monastery^ofSt Catherinein the Sinai
derives" and was eventuallybrought
Peninsula,that the methodultimately_
to Mt Athos by Gregory of Sinai.'" Note that exchangesbetween the
ChristianEast and Mt Sinai were very popular among the monksT5despite
the Muslim conquests.St Catherine'slocation in the Muslim world and its
freedom from the tutelagc of Constantinopleare thought to be of
considerableimportanceso lhat in this respectit is the meetingpoint of East
and West.76Mt Sinai, Crete, Sicily, Calabria,Mt Athos, Thessalonica,and
Constantinople:the few traces we have of hesychastspractising the
psychophysicaltechniquesindicatesthe generallines of a movement,which
will eventuallybe brilliantly defendedby GregoryPalamas.

n Baie4 Yoga, 34 n. 40.
" Baler, Yoga,34.
7'?
Sigrid Hunke, te so/eil d'Allah brille s rI occident (Pais 1963)
" Cardet,"La mentiondu nom divin", 645 n. 4.
7aHausherr,"La mithode d'omisonhdsychaste",132.
75Meyendorff, Sainr Grlgoire Palamas, 6l-62.
76Baiel Yogo,33. Ibid. n. 39, Baier acknowledgeshis debt on thesesuggestionsto Proi E.
Chr. Suttner.
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In tin€
The later history of Hesy_chasm
shows an abandonmentof the techniquesof
breathing and postures," perhaps under the pressur_eof criticism flom
opponentssueh as Barlaam or from the Catholic West./! This contasts with
the increasing use of such techniqu€s arnong the Sufi brotherhoodsTeto a
point where the processis highly detailed.

" Cardet, "La mentioD du nom divin". 200.
_^ 6,rrcf, roga, )2.
'' Cardet, "La mention du
nom divil". 200.
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