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‘ABD-AL-QODDUS GANGOHI

‘ABD-AL-QODDUS GANGOHI, Indo-Muslim saint and litterateur, pivotal
member in the Saberiya Cestlya, a branch limited to present-day Uttar Pradesh
and Pakistan but enormously influential among the émigré elite of that large
region.

The details of ‘Abd-al-Qoddus’s life are comparatively well known. His family,
which had produced many illustrious olama’, claimed descent from Imam Abu
Hanifa. During the period of the early Turkish sultanates, they had migrated
from Gazna to Delhi, but toward the end of the 14th century ‘Abd-al-Qoddus’s
great grandfather, one Shaikh Nasir-al-din, moved eastward to Jawnpur,
settling near Rudawli, where he and his descendants maintained close ties
with the ruling Sarqi dynasty. ‘Abd-al-Qoddis was born into the family of
Shaikh Mohammad Esma‘l b. Safi-al-din b. Nasir-al-din ca. 860/1456.

The spiritual quest of ‘Abd-al-Qoddus closely resembles that of his Sufi
preceptor, Ahmad ‘Abd-al-Haqq Rodawlavi (d. 838/1434): Both began their
formal studies with the then standard curriculum in external sciences (‘'olam-e
zaher), only to be diverted and finally overwhelmed by passionate love of God
(‘esq-e mawla), after which they became students, disciples, and eventual
exemplars of the Sufi path (tariga). ‘Abd-al-Qoddas was not, however, linked to
Ahmad in a generational sequence; the older saint had predeceased him by
more than a hundred years. Instead, he became acquainted with the relatively
obscure Saberiya Cestiya through Ahmad’s grandson, Shaikh Mohammad, who
was the sajjada nesin of the Rudawli kanagah in ‘Abd-al-Qoddis’s youth and
whose sister ‘Abd-al-Qoddus later married. But ‘Abd-al-Qoddus himself claimed
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that it was direct communication with the spirit of the deceased saint in a
dream that prompted his profession of spiritual allegiance (bayat) to the
Saberiya Cestlya (Lata’ef-e Qoddiis, p. 10), much in the same manner that the
illiterate Karaqgani (d. 426/1034) was said to have been initiated by the awe-
inspiring spirit of the deceased Bayazid Bestami (d. 261/874).

The remainder of ‘Abd-al-Qoddus’s life may be divided into 3 phases: 1. For
approximately seventeen years after his initiation into the Saberiya Cestiya
discipline, he remained near Rudawli, spending his time in private devotional
pursuits (some of which, e.g., namaz-e ma’kias “inverted prayer” and soltan-e
dekr “supreme meditation,” were extraordinarily rigorous) but also accepting
Afghan disciples from the Lodl armies that conquered and intermittently ruled
eastern Uttar Pradesh during the latter part of the 15th century. (In this
connection, see especially S. Digby, “Dattu Sarvani.”) 2. In 896/1491, at the
invitation of one of his Afghan disciples, ‘Abd-al-Qoddus, with his family,
moved to Shahabad in the Panjab, not far from Gangoh, where the saint
eventually died and was buried. For over 30 years he resided there, raised his
sons, and continued to groom Afghan disciples. Inevitably he was entangled in
the battle of Panipat (1526). Sultan Ebrahim compelled him to bless the ill-
fated Lodi army. The now aged saint was captured and later released by the
invading Mughals. 3. He then moved to Gangoh, where he lived for his
remaining eleven years. He developed minimal but apparently cordial
relations with both Babor and Homayun. Like Shaikh Ahmad Serhend1 (d.
1034/1624, who is spiritually linked to ‘Abd-al-Qoddus through his father, ‘Abd-
al-Ahad, a disciple of the saint’s son, Rokn-al-din), ‘Abd-al-Qoddus recorded his
exchanges with the Lod1 and Mughal royalty in letters, copies of which were
retained, collected, and later transcribed by scrupulous disciples. Though not
as theologically speculative as the letters of Serhendi, these letters (the
Maktubat-e Qoddiist) provide insights into the saint’s relations with
contemporary rulers and government officials. (For a detailed analysis,
consult S. Digby, ““Abd-al-Qoddus,” pp. 28-34.)

When he died at Gangoh on 23 Jomada II 944/28 November 1537, ‘Abd-al-
Qoddus was laid to rest in a tomb already under construction and possibly
built in part by a donation from the emperor Homayun. The tomb, having
survived centuries of intense political strife, continues today as a focal point
for the annual celebration of the saint’s ors.

‘Abd-al-Qoddus’s posthumous success was enhanced by his physical and
spiritual progeny. His son, Rokn-al-din, compiled the biographically rich series
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of anecdotes about his father, Lata'ef-e Qoddist (Delhi, 1311/1894). Jalal-al-din
Th aneésari, the saint’s principal successor, enjoyed fame and recognition
during Akbar’s reign; he also authored a treatise on land settlement practices
(Tahqiq arazt al-Hend, ed. S. A. Nadvi, Karachi, 1383/1963). Not all ‘Abd-al-
Qoddus’s offspring, however, were inclined to mystical pursuits or shared his
spiritual outlook. Theological arguments with his sons have been noted
(Lata’ef-e Qoddiist, p. 58), while his grandson, ‘Abd-al-Nabi, attacked the Cest
tradition of sama‘ (a mainstay of ‘Abd-al-Qoddus’s own devotional endeavors)
and later infuriated Akbar by his scandalous behavior as sadr al-sodiir. The
19th-century spiritual descendants of the shaikh included founders of the
ultra-orthodox madrasa at Deoband (viz., Mohammad Qasem and Mohammad
Ya‘qub Nanawtavil), both of whom were openly hostile to Sufism. Yet, as K. A.
Nizami has made clear (see “Chishtiyya,” EI *II, p. 53), without ‘Abd-al-Qoddis
there would have been no branch of the Cesti Order (selsela), to rival main
tradition traced through Shaikh Nezam-al-din Awlia’ (q.v.; d. 726/1325) and his
NUIMerous successors.

‘Abd-al-Qoddus himself has been narrowly stereotyped by an oft-cited
quotation which Mohammad Egbal Lahuri (d. 1358/1938) attributed to him:
“Muhammad of Arabia ascended the highest heaven and returned. I swear by
God that if I had reached that point, I should never have returned” (M. Igbal,
Six Lectures on the Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, Lahore, 1930,
p- 193). For Eqgbal this statement summarizes the contrast between the mystic
and prophetic levels of consciousness; and in condemning the former, he also
minimizes the spiritual attainments of ‘Abd-al-Qoddus. But it is important to
remember that the saying, if it can be genuinely attributed to the saint from
Gangoh, was uttered as a Sath “ ecstatic aphorism” during one of his
intoxicated states perhaps while attending a sama‘assembly. Like every major
Sufi saint, however, ‘Abd-al-Qoddiis was able to combine opposite qualities
and tendencies; in his sober states he maintained his obligations as a strict
Sunni Muslim, as a husband and father, and as a nurturer of other men in the
mystical path of the Saberiya Cestiya.

He was also a prolific writer in Persian, Arabic, and Hindi. (For his Hindi
verses, most of which are set forth in marginal notes or glosses to his major
speculative treatise, the Rosd [Morsed] nama, see S. Digby, “ ‘Abd al-Quddus,”
pp- 56-66.) Of his seventeen compositions, many are no longer extant, but
those that are give an adequate insight into his varied literary talents. Anwar
al-‘oyun is a Persian tadkera of his pir, Ahmad ‘Abd-al-Haqq Rodawlavi; while
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Rosd [Morsed] nama is a Persian esara “instructional tract” with numerous
Arabic citations that summarizes the saint’s mystical outlook and obliquely
incorporates meditative exercises of Nathanpanthl yogins. Other minor
Persian rasa’el “treatises” have survived, as have two collections of his Persian
letters (Maktubat-e Qoddust and a smaller Montakab-e maktubat-e Qoddust)
and an important Arabic commentary on Sehab-al-din Sohravardr’'s Awaref al-
maaref, the favorite organizational manual for Indian Cestis.

‘Abd-al-Qoddus had a great fondness for Persian poetry: As a young man he
made a partial translation of the Candayan of Mawlana Da'ud, a late 14th
century verse romance in Avadhi or Eastern Hindi (excerpts of which are
given in the Lata’ef-e Qoddiist); he frequently cited the distichs of both Indian
and non-Indian Persian poets; and he composed his own Persian verse under
the takallos Ahmadi.

‘Abd-al-Qoddis is most often remembered for his theological legacy; he has
been viewed as one of the staunchest Indian proponents of wahdat al-wojud
(see, e.g., S. H. ‘Askari, “Hazrat Abdul Quddus Gangohi,” pp. 10-12, and A.
Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapel Hill, 1975, p. 357). Although
the commentary which he wrote on Ebn ‘Arab?’s Fostis al-hekam is no longer
extant, there are numerous observations on wahdat al-wojiid in the Rosdnama
and a reference in Lata’ef-e Qoddiist (p. 55) to the protracted debate which
‘Abd-al-Qoddis had with a contemporary scholar, Miran Sayyedi Ahmad
Moltani, on the correctness of wahdat al-wojtid; according to the Lataef (p. 55),
the debate continued for nearly six months till ‘Abd-al-Qoddus finally
convinced his stubborn opponent that Shaikh al-Akbar’s teaching was indeed
an accurate interpretation of Islam. Ironically, M. Mujeeb (The Indian Muslims,
Montreal, 1967, pp. 197-98) has criticized Gangohil for not adhering to the
principles of wahdat al-wojid in the political sphere; otherwise, argues
Mujeeb, he would not have written solicitous letters to Muslim rulers and their
high officers in order to promote the financial interests of the Islamic religious
classes. ‘Abd-al-Qoddis, however, was not the first saint to use his spiritual
charisma to obtain favors from political authorities on behalf of his fellow
Muslims; his Ce$tl predecessor at Jawnpur, Sayyed Asraf Jahangir Semnani
(q.v.; d. 808/1405), also interceded with the Sarqi rulers to plead the case of
distressed co-religionists. The position of the Indian masaek as members of the
Muslim elite almost compelled them to have some relationship with the ruling
classes, whether they espoused the doctrine of wahdat al-wojuad or its
antithesis, wahdat al-sohud. In counseling against the assignment of
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government posts to non-Muslims, ‘Abd-al-Qoddus was simply revealing the
sober, militantly orthodox side of his multifaceted personality.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

‘Abd-al-Haqq Mohaddet Dehlavi, Akbar al-akyar, Delhi, 1280/1863, pp. 212-13.
Dara Sokih, Safinat al-awlia’, Lucknow, 1289/1872, p. 101.

Allahdia Cestl, Siar al-agtab (Urdu tr.), Lucknow, 1306/1888, pp. 189-90.
Golam Sarvar Lahuri, Kazinat al-asfia’, Kanpur, 1312/1894, I, pp. 416-18.

S. Nurul Hasan, “Lata’if-i-Quddusi, a Contemporary Afghan Sourcefor the Study
of Afghan-Mughal Relationships,” Medieval India Quarterly 1, 1950, pp. 49-57.

Ejaz-al-Haqq Qoddusi, Sayk ‘Abd-al-Qoddiis Gangoht awr onkl taTimat (Urdu),
Karachi, 1961.

S. H. ‘Askari, “Hazrat Abdul Quddus Gangohi,” Patna University Journal II,
1957, pp. 1-31.

K. A. Nezami, Tarik-e masa‘ek-e Cest (Urdu), Delhi, 1953, pp. 221-23.

S. Dighy, “Dreams and Reminiscences of Dattu Sarvani, a Sixteenth Century
Indo-Afghan Soldier,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review 2, 1965,
pp. 52-80, 178-94.

Idem, “‘Abd al-Quddus Gangohi (1456-1537 A. D.): The Personality and
Attitudes of a Medieval Indian Sufi,” Medieval India: A Miscellany 3, Aligarh,
1975, pp. 1-66.




