
IN RECENT YEARS, there has been a
growing interest in North African theatre
and performance traditions that had pre vi -
ously been neglected due to the assump tion
that Islam rejects representation of the human
form, including in the performing arts.1 Un -
der lying this assumption is the false notion
that theatre was introduced to Arab and
Islamic cultures in the nineteenth century,
with out regard to pre- existing indig en ous
performance traditions that were primari;y
oral and so did not fit Western ideas of per -
formance.2 Since then, several scholars have
written about different performance tradi -
tions within North Africa, including ritual.3

However, there are sev eral Tunis ian tradi -
tions, particularly those relating to Sufism,
that have not yet been explored. 

Examining the ritual traditions of Tunisia
is significant not only in order to document
indigenous modes of performance, but also
because these performances raise impor t ant
questions for theatre practitioners, parti cu -
 larly those working in a North African
context. Embedded within these perform -
ances are particular aesthetic and corporeal
techniques that are shaped by the Sufi under -
standing of the body. Analyzing these tech -
niques, particularly from a Sufi perspec tive,
should help readers understand how these

communities perceive and experience their
rituals. It will also create an opportunity for
theatre makers to incorporate these perform -
ance traditions into their own practice in a
more nuanced manner, committed to a cross-
cultural dialogue as opposed to per form ing
Sufi ritual music within a de con textualized
commercial context or reducing the ritual to
a set of gestures to be mimicked in a theatre
production.4

The hadra ritual of the ’Issawiya com -
munity of Sidi Bou Sa‘id is a religious Islamic
ritual. In the following article I offer an
analy sis of the ritual from a Sufi Muslim per -
spective in order to explore the philosophical
and mythological origins of the traditions
surrounding the hadra, and how these have
influenced its performance. Examining how
members of the ’Issawiya perform the story
of the Prophet Muhammad’s ascent (the
‘night journey’) provides insights into the
symbolic meanings of the actions performed
in the hadra. It also provides an example of
how a narrative (the ascent) can be articu -
lated in embodied performances without a
text, which is vital for theatre practitioners
who wish to experiment with Sufi modes of
performance. 

The isra’ wa al-mi‘raj (night journey) was
one of the most significant events in the life
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of the Prophet Muhammad. This miraculous
jour ney took place in two stages. Isra’ refers to
the Prophet’s journey to the al-Aqsa mosque
in Jerusalem on a buraq, a heavenly creature
that resembles a horse and has wings. After
reaching Jerusalem, the Prophet began his
ascent (mi‘raj) to the higher realms, accom p -
anied by the Angel Gabriel. There he met all
the prophets, witnessed the states of heaven
and hell, and reached the highest station in
the universe, where he was graced with the
divine presence and given the com mand ment
to perform the five daily prayers. The Prophet
then descended back to earth and returned
from Jerusalem to Mecca on the buraq. 

The Sufi Ascent

Despite the theological significance of the
night journey, which is considered one of the
miracles that attests to the elevated status of
the Prophet Muhammad, there are very few
verses in the Qur’an that discuss the event
directly. The first is the chapter of al-Isra’,
which describes the Prophet’s journey from
Mecca to Jerusalem.5 The second verse is
from the chapter of al-Najim.6 Al-Najim does
not refer directly to Muhammad’s ascent;
however, it does mention the Lote tree,
believed to exist at the highest boundary of
the created universe, and the Prophet’s wit -
nessing of the divine presence: ‘He saw
the greatest signs of his Lord.’7 Certain Sufi
communities have interpreted this verse as
Muhammad’s encounter with the divine
pres ence at the final stages of his ascent.8

Over the centuries, the story of the ascent
developed in various ways in relation to the
differing socio-cultural contexts in which it
was narrated, incorporating different ele m -
ents or cultural symbols from popular folk -
lore.9 Since Islam spread to many places, each
with its own unique history and cul tural
traditions, in consequence multiple ascent nar -
ratives were formed. According to Nadhir
Azmah, the Sufis view the rise of the dif -
ferent narratives as an opportunity for the
revelation of the infinite esoteric meanings of
the ascent narrative.10

Within Sufi communities, the ascent of the
Prophet Muhammad became the model for

the ascent of his followers,11 representing the
path towards God and the different spiritual
stations through which a Sufi must pass to
attain the state of mystical union in fana’ – the
annihilation of the seeker in God.12 Through
their symbolic interpretation of the Prophet’s
miraculous ascent, the Sufis transformed this
narrative from a historic event into a frame -
work for the seeker’s own spiritual journey.13

However, this does not equate the ascent of
Muhammad with that of his followers. The
ascent of the Prophet was in the spirit and
body, stressing his ele vated status among
created beings, where as the ascent of his
followers is in spirit only.14

The story of the Prophet Muhammad’s
ascent forms a significant part of the
religious life of the Tunisian Sufi community,
particularly for communities such as the
‘Issawiya, whose members embody the
ascent in the hadra ritual. Hadra means
‘presence’ in Arabic, and, within the Sufi
ritual context, it refers to the presence of the
spirits of deceased saints in the sacred space
of the Sufi shrine during the performance of
the ritual. These performances not only refer -
ence the ascent of the Prophet Muhammad
but also myths about the Moroccan saint
Muhammad Ben-‘Issa, the patron saint of the
‘Issawiya order, who was known for his
extraordinary powers and miracles such as
healing the blind and walking on water.15

Most Sufi shrines contain the tomb of a
saint whose spirit endows the space with
blessings, and each tariqa (Sufi path) is
affiliated with a particular saint.16 In Sufism,
the tariqa represents the spiritual methods
attributed to the patron saint of the order,
who guides the seeker in her/his journey
towards God.17 It is believed that the spirits
of saints have the ability to return to the
corporeal realm after their physical death
and act as a barzakh – that is, an entity that
acts as an intermediary between two oppos -
ing modes of existence. In the hadra ritual,
the barzakh represents both the intermediate
realm bet ween the spiritual and corporeal
worlds and the spirit of the saint whose
proximity to the divine allows her/him to
transmit divine blessings to whoever visits
her/his shrine. 
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Sidi Ben-‘Issa is believed to be the des -
cendant of the Prophet Muhammad and is
buried in Meknas, where there is a shrine
named after him.18 The ‘Issawiya order was
introduced to Tunisia by Sidi al-Hari, whose
shrine is located in Suq al-Qalalin in the
medina of Tunis. It then spread to many
different areas, establishing multiple shrines
across Tunisia, including the shrines of Sidi
‘Amar in Ariyana, Sidi ‘Abd al-‘Aziz in La
Marsa, and the shrines of Sidi Bou-Sa‘id and
Sidi ‘Azizi in the village of Sidi Bou-Sa‘id,
one of the suburbs of Tunis. The village was
named after the saint Abu Sa‘id al-Baji, who
would travel there for spiritual retreats when
it was then an isolated uninhabited moun -
tain called al-Manar.19

It is not clear how Sidi Bou-Sa‘id came to
be affiliated with the ‘Issawiya, particularly
since Abu Sa‘id al-Baji died in 1235, several
centuries before Sidi Ben-‘Issa.20 Nonethe -
less, the shrine of Sidi Bou-Sa‘id is the sacred
space in which members of the ‘Issawiya con -
gregate and invoke the presence of several
spirits, including Muhammad Ben-‘Issa. 

The Hadra Ritual

The hadra ritual may be performed at the
shrine or in a private home. In both cases, the
purpose of the ritual is to cause intoxication
(takhmir), a spiritual state that is embodied
by the fuqara’, a group of advanced Sufi male
adepts who ascend to the higher cosmic
realms. The term takhmir is derived from the
Arabic word khamra (alcohol), which, for the
‘Issawiya, is a metaphor for the soul’s remem -
brance of God. The seeker’s intoxication in
the love of God causes her/him to ascend
from one cosmic realm to the next.21 This is
referenced in one of the songs performed by
the ‘Issawiya: 

O tapster fill the cups   
and let us drink from the cup of alcohol 
the drink has a cup 
that is not tasted by the ignorant
except for those who know [the spiritual

meanings]
and have attained proximity [through] love
my beloved has called on me 
to sing in serenity 
in the presence of the guide the Prophet 

Muhammad who lives in the medina
rejoice [my] soul in his soul
the lights have descended on us.22

One of the members of the ‘Issawiya explains
the esoteric meaning of the poem as follows:
‘The cup is the heart of the seeker and the
alcohol is the remembrance of God, which
intoxicates the spirit. The more your heart
is present [with God] the more you will
ascend.’23 The purpose of the hadra is to open
up the body of the Sufi adept gradually to
the higher realms through particular musical
and corporeal techniques that eventually
allow him to transcend the limitations of the
physical body in performances of the ascent. 

Every hadra is preceded by a dhikr (rem -
embrance of God) ritual, in which the
shaykhs and the fuqara’ recite verses from the
Qur’an and a litany titled ‘Glory to the
Eternal’, sing religious hymns that praise the
Prophet Muhammad and the saints, and per -
form the rhythmic repetition of the Divine
Names Huwa (He), Allah (God), and Allah
Da’im Hay (God the Eternal the Living).24

The dhikr ritual takes place either at the
shrine of Sidi Bou Sa‘id or at the nearby
shrine of Sidi ‘Azizi. 

It is of the utmost importance that all the
props that are to be used in the hadra – glass,
cactus, hay, metal chains, meat, nails – are
present at the dhikr ritual, as the recitation of
the verses of the Qur’an, the litany, and the
repetition of the Divine Names, as well as the
sacred space of the shrine, endows these
objects with divine blessings that protect
members of the ‘Issawiya during the ritual.
Furthermore, the dhikr ritual prepares the
seeker for the ascent by emptying his heart of
everything other than God.25

During the season for conducting rituals,
several ‘Issawiya hadras are performed
across different Sufi shrines in Tunisia,
including the shrine of Bou-Sa‘id. The hadra
takes place in the courtyard of the shrine,
which is located at the top of a hill over -
looking the Mediterranean. The shaykhs
prepare for the ritual by burning incense in
large clay bowls that they later use to stretch
out the leather of their instruments. The
instruments used in the hadra include the tar
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A member of the ‘Issawiya eating glass during the hadra ritual. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000246 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000246


(tambourine), naqarat (kettle drums), and the
bandir (frame drum), which is considered a
sacred instrument.

The Performance of the Ritual

Large crowds, from different parts of Tunis,
gather in the courtyard of the shrine of Sidi
Bou Sa‘id and on nearby rooftops to watch
the ritual. The shaykhs and fuqara’ distin -
guish themselves from the crowd by wearing
a white jibba, a traditional Tunisian garment
made of silk or wool, with the exception of
‘Akasha, the most powerful member of the
‘Issawiya, who wears a striped Moroccan
garment ( jalaba).

The ritual begins with the recitation of the
Fatiha, the first chapter of the Qur’an.26 It is
followed by ward al-qudum, vocal perform -
ances that are not accompanied by musical
instruments. The first song performed is a
prayer for the Prophet Muhammad, fol -
lowed by songs about Sidi Ben-’Issa, Sidi
Bou-Sa‘id, and other saints associated with
the ‘Issawiya community. The fuqara’ stand
in a line holding each other’s hands as they
move backwards and forwards with gestures
that resemble ruku‘ (bowing down in a
standing position).27

As the members of the ‘Issawiya respon -
sible for singing and performing ritual music
transition from one song to the next, the
rhythm of the songs accelerates, and the
fuqara’ increase the pace of their movements.
The mjarrid is introduced once the tempo of
the songs of ward al-qudum cannot accelerate
any further. The mjarrid includes the per for -
mance of religious hymns that are accom -
panied by handclapping and without the use
of musical instruments.28

When the rhythm of the mjarrid acceler -
ates, the fuqara’, under the guidance of the
shaykhs, begin to take long and loud exhala -
tions that are then trans formed into a dhikr, a
rhythmic repeti tion of the Divine Names
Allah, Huwa (He), and Allah Da’im Hay (God
the Eternal the Living). The sounds of the
dhikr recited by the fuqara’ and the songs of
the ‘Issawiya singers overlap and both gradu -
ally acceler ate until the tempo can increase
no more. 

A new song is then introduced and the
rhythmic repetition of the Divine Names
continues into the next mjarrid cycle. The
fuqara’ change their movements in this part
of the hadra: they let go of each other’s hands,
and one half of the line steps forward with
raised index fingers as they recite one of
the Divine Names. When they return to their
original position, the other half of the line
steps forward performing the same gestures,
thereby completing the recitation. The rhythm
of the mjarrid continues to accelerate as the
singers/musicians transition from one song
to the next. Once the mjarrid reaches the
height of rhythmic acceleration, it abruptly
ends with the introduction of musical instru -
ments. 

The next part of the hadra is known as the
birawil. The fuqara’ once again form a line
holding hands as they move backwards and
forwards. After the opening songs that
praise Sidi Ben-‘Issa and other saints, the
songs of ‘Akasha are performed and he is
taken to the room containing the tomb of Sidi
Bou-Sa‘id, which is part of the shrine com -
plex, only to return to the courtyard near the
end of the ritual. The singers/musicians con -
tinue to perform songs that describe the pro -
cess of intoxication, stories about ‘Issawiya
saints, and the healing powers of Sidi Ben-
‘Issa.

As the rhythm of the music gradually
accel erates, two of the fuqara’ begin to experi -
ence intoxication. They leave the line and
move forwards and backwards on their own
with the same gesture of bowing down in a
standing position. When their movements
become rapid, one of the shaykhs places a
pile of thorny cacti on the ground. The two
fuqara’ who have become intoxicated take off
their shirts and jump on to the cacti, of which
one of them takes a large bite. The sur roun -
ding crowd cheers them on, but they do not
respond to the surroundings. They jump on
the cacti several times, until most of their
bodies are filled with thorns. As soon as they
raise their index fingers the shaykh rushes
to catch them, moments before they lose
consciousness.

In order to make the fuqara’ return from
the state of intoxication, the shaykh whispers
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the Qur’anic verse of al-Kursi into their ears,
and they slowly begin to regain conscious -
ness.29 After all of the fuqara’ have performed
intoxication, ‘Akasha returns to the court -
yard, tied in heavy metal chains. The instru -
mental song cycles continue as ‘Akasha
strikes the chains against the ground of the
shrine. The third time he strikes the chains
they break and the sounds of celebratory
ululations fill the courtyard. 

There are seven different ways in which
members of the ‘Issawiya may perform
intoxication. The faqir named the jmal (camel)
eats and jumps on thorn cacti that pierce his
skin and lips. The sba‘ (hyena) eats glass; the
katus or nimir (cat/tiger) eats raw meat; the
na‘ama (ostrich) eats nails. The asid (the lion)
is the faqir who ‘dies’ and stops breathing for
several minutes, becoming a corpse protected
from the dangers of the wild animals, as it is
believed within the ‘Issawiya community
that lions do not eat dead prey and will
therefore not approach a person who is
breathless and appears dead.30 The sixth
kind of intoxication is with a halfa (a burning
stack of hay), which the faqir places on
different parts of his body. The seventh form
is particular to ‘Akasha, who performs intox -
ic ation by breaking heavy metal chains. 

The music of the hadra is improvised in the
sense that the songs, musical modes, and
rhythmic acceleration are altered by the
shaykhs and singers/musicians in accord -
ance with the spiritual state of the seeker and
how close he is to experiencing intoxication.
Each of the fuqara’ responds to a particular
song/musical mode, so that several song
cycles must be performed to ensure that each
of the fuqara’ has an opportunity to perform
intoxication. 

Ward al-qudum, mjarrid, dhikr, and birawil
prepare the seeker for the different stages of
the ascent – the reason why intoxication is
usually performed near the end of a ritual,
after the seeker’s body has become ‘warmer’.
One of the ‘Issawiya shaykhs explains the
importance of each step of the ritual in
preparing the seeker for the journey of ascent
as follows: ‘In the mjarrid you start to move
and [the spirit] becomes warm in you [and
continues] until you become intoxicated. [The

hadra] is like a painting – each part completes
the other.’31

The metaphor of heat/fire symbolizes the
seeker’s longing for the Beloved, described
in a ‘Issawiya song as an esoteric state: ‘My
longing grew and the fire in my depths, and
the body [remained] cold.’32 The element of
fire is also associated with subtle spiritual
bodies that inhabit the higher realms.33 Thus,
the growth of a fire represents the ascent to
non-corporeal realms. Even though all the
ritual actions prepare the seeker for the
ascent, the songs that are accompanied by
musical instruments in particular perform
the spiritual work that allows the fuqara’ to
transcend their corporeal bodies, thus allow -
ing them to expose themselves to dangerous
objects – glass, cacti, fire – without harm. The
dhikr and Qur’anic verses recited on the
props, prior to the hadra ritual, transform
these objects into special receptacles of God’s
grace, which is transmitted to the fuqara’
when they come into contact with them
within the sacred space of the shrine. 

Performing Narratives of Transcendence 

Intoxication with a fire references a narrative
that describes how one of the followers of
Sidi Ben-‘Issa, named Abu Rawa’in, realized
Sidi Ben-‘Issa’s elevated status among the
Sufis. Before meeting Sidi Ben-‘Issa, Abu
Rawa’in accompanied several saints, and he
would test the spiritual abilities of these
saints by asking them to accept him and his
axe as their disciple. As the saints accepted,
Abu Rawa’in insisted that they touch the
initiated axe. 

After accompanying the saint for three
days, Abu Rawa’in would take the axe to a
blacksmith and ask him to place it in an
oven. When the heat caused the axe to turn
red, Abu Rawa’in would become sad and
bewildered, losing all faith in the saint. This
happened several times with all the saints
Abu Rawa’in met, until he became the
disciple of Sidi Ben-‘Issa. When, after Ben-
‘Issa touched Abu Rawa’in’s axe, he took it to
the blacksmith and asked him to place it in
the oven, the axe remained cold, unaffected
by the heat of the fire. Eventually, the black -
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smith ran out of coal, and the temperature of
the axe remained unchanged. Abu Rawa’in
paid the blacksmith what he owed and told
him he would go to heaven. He then ran into
the streets shouting ‘I am the disciple of Sidi
Ben-‘Issa.’34

The story of Abu Rawa’in is significant
because it provides a symbolic represen -
tation of the Sufi understanding of sainthood
and attitudes towards the body. Kevin Schil -
brack asserts that a metaphysical under -
standing of reality is articulated in myths.
Embedded within religious narratives is a
cosmology – that is, the archetypal models
that are believed to have brought the
universe into existence. People may under -
stand the structures of the cosmos through
the narratives and metaphoric images en -
compassed by myths, since myths provide a
sociocultural and religious framework for
the interpretation of reality.35

According to Mircea Eliade, myths port -
ray a sacred history that took place in
‘primordial time’, which is re-enacted in reli -
gious rites that provide those who per form
them with a means for understanding reality.
The performance of these narratives enables
ritual participants to return to the ‘primor -
dial time’ in which these mythical events
took place, allowing them to transcend tem -
poral limitations by returning to the time of
‘origin’, the first act of creation.36

Members of the Tunisian ‘Issawiya com -
munity come to understand the ontological
attributes of the cosmos through the per -
formance of myths associated with the ‘Issa -
wiya tradition. Meta physics is not frequently
discussed by mem bers of the com munity,
but many of the ontological principles of Sufi
cosmology are explored in the hadra through
embodied performances rather than intellec -
tual inquiry, particularly through the re-
enactment of narratives of transcendence.

All of the ritual actions, particularly those
performed in spiritual intoxication, are re-
enactments of myths about Sidi Ben-‘Issa,
each providing the seeker with a method or
framework for understanding Sufi meta -
physics. The story of Abu Rawa’in illustrates
that there are different degrees of sainthood,
emphasizing Sidi Ben ‘Issa’s elevated status

among the saints. The fact that the axe he
touches did not turn red in the fire proves
that he possessed the blessings of the most
spiritually elevated saint, and so was the
most effective transmitter of divine grace
through her/his proximity to both the
spiritual and earthly realms. In touching the
axe, Ben-‘Issa blessed it and thus protected it
from the fire. Abu Rawa’in announced to the
blacksmith that he will go to heaven because
the blessing of Ben-‘Issa was transferred to
him when he touched the axe, causing him to
acquire divine protection through contact
with a sacred object. 

The Power of Intercession

In the same manner that the intercession of
Ben-’Issa protected the axe from the fire of
the oven, it also protects his followers from
the fire of hell on the day of judgement. In
this way the myth illustrates the power of the
saint to intercede on behalf of his followers
on the day of resurrection. The belief in inter -
cession and the ability of prophets and saints
to mediate between their followers and God
is common in many parts of the Islamic
world, particularly in practices related to the
veneration of the saints.37 In the hadra ritual,
the ascent to the higher realms occurs
through the spiritual methods introduced by
Ben-‘Issa to his disciples, which were later
developed by his followers, and through the
presence and intercession of the saint’s spirit,
which guides and protects the seeker. 

Each ritual action symbolizes a miracu -
lous act performed by Sidi Ben-‘Issa. The
supernatural abilities of ‘Akasha that allow
him to break metal chains references another
myth about the ‘Issawiya’s patron saint. A
woman once asked Sidi Ben-‘Issa to make a
supplication for her imprisoned son to be set
free. After his release, the prisoner’s mother
asked him who had set him free and he des -
cribed a man who resembled Muhammad
Ben-‘Issa. The woman and her son then went
to see Ben-‘Issa to thank him for his help, to
which he responded, ‘It was not I who broke
the chains but God.’38

This narrative stresses that the miraculous
acts performed in the hadra occur through
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A Sufi performing intoxication with fire. 
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the grace of God; the saint is no more than an
intermediary, a ‘polished mirror’, who helps
his followers come into contact with the
divine light. The breaking of the chains is a
symbolic act that signifies that the ‘Akasha
has become free from the limitations of the
corporeal body through the ascent. 

The Human Microcosm

The tradition of spiritual intoxication is
similarly attributed to a myth about the Sidi
Ben-‘Issa. A member of the ‘Issa wiya here
explains the origin of the tradition:

[The performance of] intoxication began with Sidi
Ben-‘Issa. He was once on his way to the hajj with
his followers when they were lost in the desert
and no longer had food or water.39 In this state of
desperation, Ben-’Issa, who was a saint, made a
supplication for help and God Almighty said to
him: ‘Tell your followers that whatever they find
in the desert let them recite bism allah [in the Name
of God] on it and eat it.’ Whoever found cactus ate
it, whoever found glass ate it, each [of Ben ‘Issa’s
followers] found something different in the
desert.40

This myth about Sidi Ben-‘Issa and his fol -
lowers not only represents a particular way
of interpreting reality, but also provides a
method – namely, intoxication – for attaining
esoteric knowledge. The followers of Sidi Ben-
’Issa, who were lost in the desert, acquired
the mira c ulous ability to eat dangerous ob -
jects – cacti, glass, nails, raw meat – without
harm through the intercession of the saint,
who helped them ascend beyond the cor -
poreal realm. This myth is itself a re-enact -
ment of the Prophet Muhammad’s ascent
(the night journey), during which he reached
the high est station in the universe. 

What is performed and embodied in the
hadra ritual is not the particular charac ter -
istics of each of Ben-Issa’s followers, but their
ability to transcend corporeal time/space
through their proximity to God and the
blessings of the saint. It is important to note
that, even though the fuqara’ take on the
attributes of particular animals in the ritual
(camel, lion, tiger, ostrich), they do not
become these animals. As one member of the
‘Issawiya explains: ‘The faqir is called the
camel, not because he becomes a camel but

because he takes the attribute that allows the
camel to eat cactus without being harmed.’41

According to the cosmological framework
of Muhyidin Ibn ‘Arabi, one of the most
renowned Sufi saints and philosophers of the
twelfth century, whose writings summarize
some of the most significant concepts of Sufi
metaphysics, all beings come into existence
through the manifestation of the Divine
Names.42 The movement from an esoteric
to an exoteric state occurs with the reflec tion
of the Muhammadan light through multiple
realms, each revealing a particular divine
attribute (one of the meanings of the Divine
Names), ending in the manifestation of cor -
poreal forms in the sensible human world,
the lowest of the cosmic realms.43

The human subject is believed to be the
microcosm of the universe, who encom -
passes all the attributes of the cosmos, which
are hidden in her/his heart in an esoteric
form.44 Thus, the ascent is the way in which
members of the ‘Issawiya allow the esoteric
attributes hidden within them to assume
exoteric forms through the performance of
intoxication, which not only protects them
from dangerous objects, but also allows them
to embody divine attributes. 

Ascent to the Realms of Luminous Bodies 

In Ibn ‘Arabi’s cosmology, there are three
kinds of bodies: angelic luminous bodies, the
bodies of ‘intermediate realities’ made of fire,
and non-luminous earthly bodies made of
clay.45 The luminous bodies in the higher
realities are manifestations of the Divine
Names. There are twenty-eight realms in the
cosmos, each revealing one of the infinite
meanings of the Divine Names.46 The exist -
ence of the corporeal body is dependent on
luminous bodies which reflect the divine
light to the sensible human world. Within the
writings of Ibn ‘Arabi, the body is consid ered
a sacred entity because as a sign it reveals
one of the meanings of the Divine Names.47

The attributes of the Real (God) can only
be witnessed in manifest forms either as
elemental earthly bodies, or luminous subtle
bodies.48 Each of these bodies which inhabit
the different realms, contains particular cos -
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mological properties that reveal one of the
infinite attributes of the Real. The seeker
witnesses the subtle luminous/fiery bodies
during her/his ascent with the same sensa -
tions (sight, smell, taste, sound, vision) as the
corporeal body, even though the bodies
experienced in these realms are not physical
entities. The ability to perceive these esoteric
truths is acquired through the dialectic of
love between the Sufi adept and the Beloved,
as is described in the following prophetic
saying: 

My servant does not cease to approach Me [God]
through supererogatory acts until I love him. And
when I love him, I become his hearing with which
he hears, his sight with which he sees, his hand
with which he grasps, and his foot with which he
walks. And if he asks Me [for something], I give it
to him. If he seeks refuge with Me, I place him
under My protection.49

Intoxication, which gives members of the
‘Issawiya the ability to perceive God in
subtle spiritual bodies, occurs through the
seeker’s intimacy with God. The passage
above describes the state of fana’ – the anni -
hilation of a distinction between the human
subject and God – which allows the seeker to
perceive hidden realities with esoteric vision.
According to Ibn ‘Arabi, the sensory faculties
of the corporeal body are the vicegerents of
God on earth because they represent dif fer -
ent divine attributes that are made manifest
in elemental earthly bodies.50 In other words,
corporeal sensory facilities are reflections of
the spiritual faculties in the higher realms,
which are manifestations of the Divine
Names, the all-Perceiving (al-Basir), and the
all-Hearing (al-Sami‘).51

God created the Prophet Adam in His
own image,52 then ‘cast him down to the
lowest of the low’.53 The Angels protested
upon the creation of Adam, 

 And your Lord said to the Angels ‘I will make
a vicegerent on earth.’ They said, ‘Do you place
upon it those who will corrupt it and cause
bloodshed and we praise and sanctify you.’ He
said, ‘I know what you do not know.’54

Adam was distinguished from other created
beings, including the Angels, because God

taught him all of the Divine Names, thereby
giving the Prophet the ability to sanctify the
Real in all of His forms.55

Transcendence and Immanence

Because the human subject exists in the
lowest of the realms, s/he has the ability to
reflect all of the images of the Divine Names
in the realms that preceded it, and thus
embody all of the divine attributes. Within
the ’Issawiya community, ‘it is believed that
God created the universe because He wished
to be known’. This is supported by prophetic
saying that states: ‘I was a hidden treasure
that desired to be known, then I created the
universe so that I might be known.’56 The
human subject is the locus for the revelation
of the spirit, and the mirror through which
the Real witnesses Himself in manifest
forms.57 Not all human beings have an equal
capacity to reflect the divine attributes. This
spiritual ability is acquired by individuals
who ‘polish the mirror of their being’ by
struggling against the self, which allows
them to better reflect the divine attributes. 

The ascent is the spiritual process that
allows for the revelation of the meanings of
the Divine Names in the corporeal body
because it causes the seeker to take on the
attributes of each realm s/he ascends to.
Luminous bodies are not subjected to the
same rules of generation and corruption
experienced by earthly elemental bodies, so
the ascent to the realms of non-corporeal
bodies protects the bodies of the ‘Issawiya
adepts from physical harm during the hadra
ritual by allowing them to embody the
attributes of the higher realms. One of the
‘Issawiya shaykhs explains: ‘The spirit
ascends on a particular path that brings it
closer to God until the spirit ascends beyond
[the limitations] of the [corporeal] body,
causing it to lose sensation and no longer be
affected by glass, cactus, fire; and this may be
described as ascent.’58

Presence in a higher realm occurs through
the annihilation in God’s unity, which causes
the seeker’s spiritual nature to overtake
her/his earthly nature.59 This is made pos -
sible by the intermediary realm (barzakh),
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which allows spiritual meanings to take
form as they become manifest in perceivable
bodies, and permits corporeal bodies to take
on the spiritual attributes of the higher
realms.60 The movement of the divine attri -
butes from an esoteric to an exoteric state
occurs through the recitation of the Divine
Names, described in ‘Issawiya songs as ‘keys
to the higher realities’; thus: 

Praise be to God I began [my journey/the
ascent] 

the Name of God is my key
in the house of friends [the saints]
we speak [to you] my friend [Sidi Ben-‘Issa] 
I wish to lighten my burden
and to heal my wounds 
today becomes manifest all that is hidden
the seed expands in space 
God prays on our intercessor [the Prophet

Muhammad] 
the light of the Real (God) the Guide.61

This poem is sung during the segment of the
hadra that includes the performance of songs
accompanied by musical instru ments, which
is when most Sufi adepts experience spirit -
ual intoxication. The song describes how
God, the infinite, becomes manifest in the
limited forms of the cosmos. This includes
earthly elemental bodies, fiery intermediate
bodies, and angelic luminous bodies, which
are all considered to be mani fes tations of the
Real. The ‘seed’ represents the esoteric reali -
ties that become manifest in space, revealing
the meanings of the Divine Names. 

The self-disclosure of the Real in the cos -
mos is an infinite process. Therefore, there is
no limit to the knowledge that the seeker can
acquire of God since He con stantly reveals
Himself through the per petual act of mani -
festation. The different ways of witnessing
God have been described in the Qur’an: ‘We
shall show them our signs upon the horizons
and in themselves, until it is clear to them
that He is the Real.’62 According to William
Chittick, this verse describes how the seeker
witnesses the divine, in both esoteric and
exoteric forms.63 Members of the ‘Issawiya
witness the ‘signs in themselves’ by witnes -
sing the Real in luminous bodies through the
ascent to their ‘inner realities’ in the hadra,
and witness God ‘in the horizons’ by realiz -

ing the esoteric dimensions of the manifest
corporeal forms that they come into contact
with upon returning to the collective space of
the ritual.

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, the seeker can
only witness the meanings of the Divine
Names when they are revealed in embodied
forms (luminous or corporeal). The human
subject does not have the ability to know
God as infinite. The seeker can only compre -
hend intellectually what s/he cannot com -
prehend.64 Thus, knowledge of the Real
requires that He become manifest in a
limited form that can be experienced by
human beings. 

Ibn ‘Arabi describes the cosmos as both
He/not-He, a term he derives from the
Divine Name Huwa (He).65 The cosmos is He
(the Real) in the sense that all created beings
are the manifest forms of the Divine Names,
from which they derive existence. They are
not He because God is infinite and trans -
cends all forms. Perfect knowledge requires
finding a balance between experiencing the
Divine as immanent (He), and realizing
God’s transcendence (not He).66 Through the
spiritual method of intoxication members of
the ‘Issawiya have the opportunity to experi -
ence the divine in embodied forms (lumin -
ous and corporeal). However, it is of the
utmost importance they must remain con -
scious of the fact that God transcends all
created beings. This is the wisdom of the
Divine Name Huwa (He) that is embodied in
the hadra ritual.
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