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May 19, 2010 

Wednesday 

 
Title: Attraction to the Suhbat / Ta’ayyun  

DVD title:  Levels of Suhbat: Its Adab and Attraction 
 Ta’ayyun: The Contrast of  Focus to Out of Focus 

 

Dinner blessing:  Bismi-Llāhi-r-Rahmāni-r-Rahīm.  Thank You, Allah, for the blessings 

of the past week, for the opportunity to serve many people, and for the increasing health 

of members of our community who have been ill.  We ask You for Your Shifāt for those 

who remain ill and in need. Also, for the blessings for the coming week when our guests 

will be coming from Kuwait and Oman, let them see and feel good things about us and 

our nation, and about the world in these times when there is great difficulty.  O Allah, 

give us justice, mercy, compassion, understanding, love, tolerance, patience, and 

sincerity. Amin.   

 

The Shaykh reviews steps for joining prayer when the previous prayer has not yet been 

done.  When a person has not made their Maghrib prayer, and comes into a gathering 

where Isha is being done, one makes the intention for their Maghrib prayer, joins the line, 

and completes three rak’a.  One remains in jalsa (sitting position) and completes their 

prayer with tashahūd and salām, while those doing Isha complete their fourth rak’a.  One 

cannot do this with Asr and Maghrib, as you cannot combine those two prayers. Prayers 

have to be made up in order, and you must know the combination of prayers. 

 

Suhbat:   You remember when Prophet Muhammed (sal) was in the cave with Abu Bakr 

as-Siddiq.  He said to him, “Don’t be sad; Allah is with us.”  Imam Abu Qasim said that 

when Allah (swt) established companionship with Abu Bakr, Allah said that when 

Mohammed (sal) told his companion, “Don’t be sad; Allah is with us,” his concern was 

for Abu Bakr, not for the fact that there were people chasing after him and could hurt 
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him.  He was trying to comfort his friend. He was free within himself to express that love 

for Abu Bakr, instead of saying, “Oh, I hope they don’t find us; be quiet, watch out, 

watch out!”  Instead of increasing the anxiety of the moment, he calmed the moment.  

This is an example of the freedom to love under all circumstances, even when you are 

under this kind of anxiety.   At another time, the Prophet (sal) said:  

 

“When am I going to meet my loved ones?” And one of the Sahabah said, 

“Aren’t we your loved ones?” And the Prophet (sal) replied, “You are my 

Companions (Sahabah).  My loved ones are those who did not see me and 

shall believe in my message, and I am yearning for them very much.”   

 

That’s us, inshā’a-Llāh.  These are two other examples of suhbat. There are also three 

levels of suhbat, [one of ] which is the companionship with people who are of higher 

rank than you are.  In reality, the point of that suhbat is for us to serve.  Then there is the 

suhbat of being in the company of those who are of the same rank we are.  It is said then 

to be fata, frugal, and sacrifice, and spartan.  Then there is the companionship of those 

who are of lower rank than we are, so we can be compassionate and merciful. Then of 

course, there is the adab with the shaykh and the people of knowledge, the ‘alims.  The 

adab that goes with that suhbat is not to object, and to carry out with ease, grace, and 

etiquette what the shaykh or the wise individual has said to do.  There was a hadith that 

said: 

 

 I heard Mansur al-Maghribi was asked by some of the Companions how many 

years he accompanied Uthman al-Maghribi.  He looked back and said, “I was 

not his companion; I was his servant.”   Even though he spent many, many years 

with him.  He said, “If you have a companion lower than yourself, you have 

betrayed him if you have not made him aware of his spiritual needs 

(shortcomings).” 
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There was another nice saying of Abu al-Khair al-Tinani:  “It is your fault that poor  

people are ignorant, because you have been busy with yourself rather than teaching 

them.”  Don’t complain about poor people being ignorant, because it is your fault. You 

have been too busy with your own self.  Then there was the example:  if you accompany 

a person of your own level, you should ignore their mistakes and react to them in a good 

manner. If you didn’t find an excuse for their actions, you should check yourself and 

blame yourself, because it might be necessary to look at your own faults for not finding a 

reason for their actions.  This is adab of suhbat, where these two things come together.  

Then there is the adab to yourself in suhbat, where you question yourself.   

 

For example, there is a saying attributed to Suleiman Darani (ra).  Someone said to him, 

“Such and such a person doesn’t appeal to me;  I don’t like that person.” He replied, 

“He has not appealed to my heart either; however, perhaps we are not from the righteous 

and we don’t love him properly.”   Realistically, how do you practice this?  These are 

good stories… There is another story.   

 

A man was accompanied by Ibrahim ibn Adham.  Upon time for him to leave, the 

man asked Ibrahim Adham, “Have you observed any wrongdoings on my part?” 

Ibrahim Adham said, “Indeed, I did not observe anything wrong with you.  For 

certain I was viewing you with eyes of love, and I liked and found beautiful all that 

came from you.  Therefore, you must ask this question of someone else.”   Then he 

said, “The eye of satisfaction is lazy for good things, and the eye of displeasure is 

sharp for wrongdoings.”   

 

Again I ask how does one practice this?  It is very, very hard.  You have to do the things 

to practice adab in every situation that you can. You have to seek suhbat. If you are 

committed to adab and to suhbat, these things come naturally in you.  This 

transformation takes place in the human being.  And this transformation is the akhlaq, 

behavior, character or cleansing to improve the speech and actions.  You see from the 
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stories there are two kinds of deeds or actions.  One kind of deed is that which comes 

naturally from the heart, because your niyyat is coming from your heart.   You really, 

sincerely in your heart want to say or do the right thing.  This is a very basic premise for 

the Sufi.  

 

The other kind of deeds is deeds that take place in the world.  Akhlaq (behavior or 

character) and your niyyat both come from the bātin through the desire, the purification, 

the cleansing to improve your own self.  You say, “I really would like to improve my 

own self.”  Just like you stand in front of the mirror and say, “Oh my God, look what’s 

happened to me over the years. I wish I looked better!  I have to get rid of these lines!”  

How it manifests in speech and actions deals with the dhāhir, the exterior.  The person of 

adab, who eventually attains a higher or perfected state (insani kamil, the perfected 

person), that person is one whose bātin and dhāhir have been made beautiful by akhlaq.  

Their speech is beautiful; their intention is beautiful; their actions are beautiful.  These 

people are moral and ethical individuals, true leaders.   

 

A seeker is a person who is seeking the truth, and seeking to be truthful. If you maintain a 

harmony between your bātin and your dhāhir, with the intention to cleanse yourself and 

remove the imperfections in yourself, then we can understand what it means when the 

shuyukh say that adab is the cleansing to improve for the bātin and the dhāhir.  Adab is 

not just saying nice things, acting in nice ways and feeling, alhamduli-Llāh, everything is 

okay, and being a nice person. It’s actually a cleansing of the soul, and it gives you a 

different view point on life, one that is much more positive and contributing.  For that, 

you have to continually examine your state/hal, and guarantee that your bātin and dhāhir 

are always in tune with one another.  The easiest way to find that out is to listen to your 

self or watch yourself.   

 

At some point, I would like to talk on tawajjuh/facing, which is a little more complicated.  

What is this turning and facing?  
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There is a story that is  similar to the one I tell about the scorpion in the water, attributed 

to Shaykh Sari Saqati.   

 

He was delivering a lecture on sabr.  While he was delivering it outside, standing 

there, a scorpion kept stinging him in the foot.  Some people finally interrupted 

him and asked him why he didn’t take the scorpion off his foot, and he said, “I was 

ashamed in the presence of Allah (swt)  to be lecturing on sabr and to contradict 

my own teachings by not practicing it.”   

 

This is an example of akhlaq, a high level of character. It’s similar to the story of 

Mahatma Gandhi, when the mother came with the young boy to ask him to tell the boy 

not to eat so much sugar.  He told her to come back; and it was a three-day walk each 

way.  She came back and said, “Why did you make me do that?”  He said, “I had to stop 

[eating sugar] myself.”  It is a similar kind of state of internal consistency.  On another 

level, this whole concept of suhbat is not just to keep in the company of good people, but 

to have the right attitude, to have the reason always in front of you, why you are keeping 

good company.  It is not just to keep the company of good people so you don’t get into 

trouble , like keeping the company of bad people.   

 

Indeed, many teachers would say that suhbat means keeping the company of the shaykh, 

and by extension, the muridīn.  But even if we say to keep the company of good 

companionship, it’s very important that it happens. Does that mean, for example, that you 

could live here on this property and not come to things, and you are in the company of 

good people?  We know for a fact that is not true; we have had that experience.  A person 

has to make the effort to be in that company.  When you start to feel the necessity to rush 

toward the masjid, toward the dars, toward the meaning, or toward the service and your 

mind switches to that modality, then you are tasting suhbat.  You feel the jedhb, the 

attraction.   



Shaykh Ahmed Abdur Rashid                                                            www.circlegroup.org 

6 
 

 

One of the differences between Ibn Araby and Shaykh Ahmad Farūqī Sirhindī (may 

Allah bless both of their souls), is that Ibn Araby starts in a totally different place. Ahmad 

Farūqī Sirhindī began with jedhb/attraction.  Ibn Araby began with a more philosophical 

beginning.  The path of wahadat shuhūd was one of attraction and love from the 

beginning.  At the end of the journey, they come very, very close and there really is no 

difference in them.  It’s where you begin. If you feel that attraction – Ah, it’s Wednesday.  

I gotta hurry and get home for dinner –and when you are away from it, you miss it and 

your heart and mind go there, then you know that you are tasting suhbat.  

 

Someone asked Ibn Abdallah for his suhbat, in this case his companionship on the 

journey.  He said, “If one of us died, who else remains for companionship?”  The 

man replied, “Allah.”  Then Ibn Abdallah said, “Then have suhbat with Allah.”   

 

Of course, that’s the point.  That’s the purpose.  It’s never an excuse not to have suhbat 

with people.  I will tell you from my kashf that he would not give that same answer to 

everyone.  He wouldn’t ask the question and wouldn’t give the answer, so he must have 

seen something in this person that let him say that.  What happened? He had the suhbat 

with Ibn Abdallah for that moment.  Then he was turned towards Allah.  That’s what 

happened in that case.  Shaykh Katani said: 

 

I was in companionship with someone who was heavy on my heart.  I didn’t like 

that person, so I gave him a gift that my heart might cease being heavy from him.  

Yet, my heart stayed the same. Then I asked him to place his foot on my cheek, and 

he refused. I insisted, and it did it.  I told him not to remove his foot until Allah 

removed the feelings I had against him in my heart. When the feelings were 

removed, I told him to remove his foot.   

 

I wanted to give you some more examples.  Here’s one more.   
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Ibrahim Adham used to own an orchard, and he would spend the proceeds from it 

on his muridīn. There were some of his companions who, while he was working 

during the day spending on them, would gather someplace during the night and 

would fast during the day.  It was the case that he was often slow returning from 

his work.  One night they decided to eat their break fast and sleep without him, 

because he was late, and they wanted to teach him a lesson. Also they were hungry 

and they wanted him to be on time.  When Ibrahim returned, he found them all 

heavily snoring and sleeping. He thought, “These poor people, there might not 

have been any food for them!”  So he prepared a pot of food on the fire, and they 

woke up and asked him about it.  He said, “I thought you slept without food, and I 

wanted you to awake with some food prepared.” Then some of them said to each 

other, “See what he did, and see what we did!”    

 

His assumption went to this, and their assumption went someplace else.  

 

He had a three-part philosophy:  he would to all the service, and call the adhan, but he 

wouldn’t be the imam.  He offered that to one of his companions.  He would pay for all 

the expenses that might have come in the way of his muridīn.  He would take care of 

everything.  One time, one of his companions said to him, “I can’t accept these 

conditions.  They are not balanced.”  He turned to him and said, “Your truthfulness 

impresses me.”   Because of the conditions under which he lived, he would see what the 

truth was in the hearts of people, and it would come out.  If you serve and serve, you see 

what comes out. Will it be gratitude, discomfort?  Is there going to be control?  Those are 

the few words I wanted to say on suhbat.  

 

I say this to get into a slightly deeper subject, which I will just introduce.  Usually, I’m 

not big on comparisons; I don’t like comparing things. Usually they are unequal, so it’s 

like comparing apples and oranges. People think things are associated, but they associate 
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things in their minds for convenience, to win an argument. To make a point, you make an 

association.  The kids start when they are younger:  “Bobby’s parents let him do it, why 

can’t I do it too?”  Do you recognize that? The answer is, “Well, I’m not Bobby’s 

parents, and you are not Bobby.”  Very few children get the truth of that. They suspect 

the parents are saying that just to get their way.  There is a truth in that.  We associate 

different things, but you have to be very careful when making comparisons, because most 

of the time you don’t have all the information, anyway.   

 

You sit here and hear these stories about suhbat, and I hope you are asking yourself, 

“Where am I on this continuum?”  Not comparing yourself to these shuyukh in the sense 

of “myself and the shuyukh,” but comparing your responses in that situation.  What 

would you do in that circumstance? Here’s what they would do.  If these people are not 

insani kamil, they are pretty close.  They are great shuyukh, or they are the Prophet (sal), 

or they are saying what is in the Qur’an. You can call it a comparison, but I’d rather get 

into a subject that is a little deeper than that:  ta’ayyun.   

 

Ta’ayyun is contrast.   If you are a photographer, you know what contrast it. You can also 

say background and foreground, or the line that differentiates—many different things.  

Ta’ayyun is contrast, but it is also an entity, or process that allows for (what you say in 

Farsi) tashkhis.   Tashkhis is firāsa in Arabic, discernment—or imtiaz. It is what 

distinguishes one object or situation from another. In modern Arabic, it refers to optics, 

like the lens in the camera, something that goes in and out of focus.  What do you focus 

on to stay in focus, to bring out what it is you are looking at?  If I look at you, then the 

four people behind you are out of focus.  But because I’m familiar with them, I know it’s 

them.  If I look at two of you at the same time, now the people in the background are 

more in focus. In photography, that’s called depth of field.  

 

The smaller the aperture or the faster the shutter, the more depth of field you have. As 

you focus spiritually, what’s in focus becomes more in depth.  You have more depth of 
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field to your focus.  That’s what it means in modern terms.  In traditional Sufic 

terminology, for the purpose of tashkhis, or firasa, we don’t think of it only in terms of 

what we see. It’s also contrasting one thought from another thought.  But it’s similar in 

meaning, because ta’ayyun shares some of the attributes in its operation with the lens of a 

camera.  

 

From a more mystical point of view of irfan or marifah, gnosticism or knowledge, names 

(ism) are identifiers.  If I am not with you, and someone says, “Abul Hasan,” I know who 

they are talking about.  I may say, “My Abul Hasan?  Abul Hasan as Shadili or Abul 

Hasan ar-Rubin?” Your name is an identifier. Names also go in and out of focus.  The 

names of Allah go in and out of focus.  The idea is they should be in focus when you 

need them,because the names are attributes, and the attributes are elements that are 

placed inside of us.   They are contrasting ideas, like patience and impatience,  or 

compassion and avenging.  When names go in and out of focus, the human intellect has 

to discern something that is in the blurry landscape.   

 

Let’s say we are sitting in a big auditorium looking out. You can’t discern any one face; 

it’s all a blur. You say, “Look at all those people.”  But you can’t even discern their race, 

necessarily; certainly not their hair color or eye color.  But they are real.  Each one has a 

life, has a character and attributes.  Everyone has different circumstances in their lives.  

There is a lot of complexity in that blur that looks like one blur.  That blur is tawhid, 

unity. As you bring it in and out of focus, it takes on its name and its qualities, that 

Divine Oneness.  

 

If you focus on one part of it… for instance, you take a telescope and look through it.  I 

have one on my desk.  I look down toward the pond and see a bird, and it’s big.  I assume 

it is a falcon or a red tailed hawk.  I take my telescope and focus it. Now, what’s near to 

me is blurred, because I can’t have one eye open looking in my room and one eye in the 

telescope.  Our brains don’t work that way. Now what’s distant comes into focus, and it 
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takes on a name and a circumstance.  It takes on qualities and attributes. I see him fly into 

the water and pick out a fish, maybe.  He’s taking on a quality and action, and all these 

other identifiers are coming into focus.  Contrast it to what?  I’ve forgotten everything 

else. I’m not paying attention to what I was working on.  I don’t know what’s on my 

computer, or the last conversation I had; that’s now in the background.   

 

If we focus on one region of that crowd and increase its contrast, every high-contrast 

region becomes a name, a concept, an identification.  Whatever I look at now starts to 

give out its true reality. If you sit and you are very quiet and peaceful, things come into 

focus that aren’t normally in focus. The animals talk to you.   

 

Each high-contrast area or segment is a concept that has a semantic, a syntax to it. It is in 

a sense hermeneutical.  It is answering a question that you have.  That’s everyday life.  

Let’s say you focus your life on meanings.  Let’s say you focus your life on right action, 

adab, service, and the Attributes of Allah.  I don’t know who would do that, but let’s say 

somebody might do that. Let’s say you focus your life on the Qur’an, and the application 

of the Qur’an.  Let’s go back one step, and say you focus your life on the sayr ul-suluk. 

Using Hazrat’s definition, there are seven levels of the suluk.  Of course, you are living 

your life, eating, drinking water, doing your job, whatever, but focusing your life on your 

suluk.  You are doing your job, and focusing attention on your job, but your life you are 

focusing on your suluk, on this journey.   

 

Everything has a name, everything has its syntax and semantic, its meaning.  It has its 

place in reality, and that reality is the Divine Presence, and you are bringing it in and out 

of focus, contrast, by where you put your sight.  These elements will help you on your 

journey.  It will help you to another world view, or another universe where you can grasp 

or see or be able to define or identify other spiritual concepts, names, and entities.   
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If you become clear on one of the attributes of Allah, it will help you become clear on all 

the attributes of Allah. The Divine “Blur” (tawhid) is made up of many realities and 

complexities, and they are all linked together. They are all in that stadium together, so to 

speak.  

 

The landscape of tawhid can be thought of as an image, which at the same time is also an 

eye, an image that is looking at its own self at all times, under all circumstances, in all 

places. You are always viewing yourself under all circumstances and all places. 

Everything you are viewing, including yourself, is part of that Divine Presence or 

Oneness (tawhid), which becomes objectified (comes into focus) and becomes non-

objectified or non-being (goes out of focus).  If a focused area has a meaning associated 

with it, that meaning is its name.  If I walking along, everything is blurry and I’m in my 

own head, and all of a sudden I hear someone cry out, I look.  That person is hurt. Out of 

the blurry out-of-focus world, all of a sudden, I am focusing. Immediately the name 

comes:  compassion, assistance, help.  It comes. Its name becomes known to me as a 

circumstance.  Not the person’s name, but the name of the situation comes to me 

immediately.  Why?  Because I’m part of that situation, and that name is also within me.   

 

It was in the news today that it is the 30th anniversary of that girl who died in New York, 

who cried out for help and no one came. Some of you will remember that. Why should 

you remember that 30 years later?  Why should it be on the news?  Because it is an 

aberration.  (Unfortunately, though, it is not; we want to think so.)  Society has changed a 

lot over 30 years. Thirty years ago that was a horrible, terrible thing.  But it is still enough 

of an aberration that it makes a story, at least in some producer’s mind. Somehow, people 

couldn’t identify the circumstance with themselves.  Those are the people who are 

maghdubi; they are lost.  They lose out. Lost means you are a loser.   

 

Every circumstance, every portion of that reality has a name or meaning associated with 

it.  Some of those areas can be seen, because we have an eye to see them. You have an 
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eye to see someone on the street who falls down and gets hurt, and there is compassion.  

But there are other eyes:  there are the eyes that don’t see yet;  the eyes that can just turn 

the attention, pay attention, and see what you put your attention on, whether it is here or 

beyond the horizon.  Whether it is something you can actually see with the physical eye, 

within the range of the world you live in and the tools you use; or it is beyond that 

capability so you need some other lens to look through, like the Hubble telescope or 

something like that… your spiritual practice, the capacities within your own being.  We 

borrow from the faculties of the eye for this metaphor and  for this reality.   

 

Allah says in Qur’an, “No vision can grasp it, but it has grasp over all vision.” Do you 

know what the root of ta’ayyun is?  Ain, hence the analogy.   It also means essence, and 

refers to a spring that water flows out of, an opening water flow out of.  Mystically, it’s 

like a vortex that the physical creation comes from; that this energy comes from called 

creation.  Ain is a very important word.  We’ll pick up there with ain and dhat.  What is 

the relationship between ain and dhat?   Asalaam aleikum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


