The Mystery of the ‘Beloved’

A Close Investigation of the Ambiguous Ending of Sa‘d al-Din Hamiiya’s
Kitab al-Mahbiib, and its Contested Shi‘T Themes

Seyed Saleh Pezhman'
1. PhD, Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, Montreal, Canada. Email: saleh.pezhman@mail.mcgill.ca

Abstract

Despite the pivotal importance of Kitab al-Mahbiib as the principal work of the eminent seventh-
century Sufi, Shaykh Sa‘d al-Din Hamilya (d. 1251 AD), the representation of this text in modern
scholarship remains obscure mainly and, in some respects, inaccurate. A close examination of
several key manuscript copies reveals that the extant version of the text is incomplete, missing a
substantial portion of its final chapter, which included significant discussions. This finding opens
a crucial window for resolving some fundamental ambiguities surrounding Hamaya's thought,
particularly by explaining the absence of specific Shi‘T themes that various Sufis across different
periods have attributed to the Makbiib. In the absence of such an explanation, some modern
scholars in recent decades have interpreted the apparent discrepancy between the accounts of
figures such as ‘Aziz al-Din Nasafi, Sayyid Haydar Amuli, and Narullah Shiishtari—who refer
to Hamuya's Shi‘T inclinations—and the currently available text of the Makbib as evidence
undermining the credibility of their claims. In some cases, they have gone further by casting doubt
on, or at the very least minimising, the very idea of Shi‘T affinities in Hamuiya's thought. This
article, through a close textual analysis, argues that NasafT's remarks about Hamilya's Twelver
Shi‘T leanings are not primarily based on the Makhbizb. Moreover, the ambiguous state of the
work's concluding part prevents a definitive judgment regarding the reliability of Amult's and
Shashtari's accounts. These findings call for a reassessment of the prevailing assumptions about
the confessional aspects of Hamiiya's mystical legacy
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Introduction

The great Sufi of the seventh century AH, Sa“d al-Din Hamaya (d. 649/1251), authored a major
and significant work on the awaited Mahdi entitled Kitab al-Mahbib. This text, however, is
surrounded by certain ambiguities and requires a serious and precise philological examination.
Firstly, despite the publication in recent years—especially in the West—of several essential
studies on Hamiya's thought, no critical or scholarly investigation into the explicit details of Kitab
al-Mahbiib has yet been produced, and the general judgment of leading researchers in this regard
contains several serious problems. Among these is the assumption that the extant version of Kitab
al-Mahbiib represents the «complete, text. This assumption has, in turn, served as the basis for

other substantial conclusions about Sa‘d al-Din Hamtiya, resulting in a chain of arguments and
theoretical claims that lack solid scholarly foundations. For example, considering the extant Kitab
al-Mahbub as «complete, has led some scholars to regard it as a reliable criterion for assessing
the reports of various thinkers across the centuries concerning the Mahbtib and Hamiya's beliefs.
Yet necessary and abundant evidence indicates that the surviving Kitab al-Mahbiib does not
represent the complete work as intended by its author. Therefore, one cannot with certainty use it
alone as the basis for judging the reliability of those historical reports.

Research Findings

According to the detailed table of contents that Hamuya himself provided at the beginning of the
final section of the book—entitled the «Circle of the Ha’«—that section ought to have comprised
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fifteen chapters. However, the extant version of Kitab al-Mahbub ends in the middle of the very
first chapter of this last section, with no trace of the remaining fourteen chapters. This evidence
demonstrates beyond doubt that the Kitab al-Mahbithb Hamiiya set out to compose contained
much more material than what has survived. The precise reason for the loss of these final chapters,
however, remains uncertain. Four possible explanations may be considered. Although scattered
indications are supporting each of the first three possibilitiess—namely, that Hamaiya abandoned
the work, that he died unexpectedly, or that the concluding chapters were accidentally or
deliberately lost—the fourth possibility must be taken most seriously: that Hamiiya completed the
work, but its ending was intentionally concealed by some of his close disciples. Regardless of
which explanation is correct, the more significant conclusion is the incompleteness of the extant
text. This incompleteness deprives it of sufficient authority to serve as the basis for judging the
diverse reports transmitted throughout history regarding Kitab al-Mahbib. For instance, in
particular works by Sayyid Haydar Amuli (d. after 787/1385) and Qadi Narullah Shishtart
(martyred 1019/1610), there are references to Shi‘T-inclined themes within Kitab al-Mahbib
which, according to some modern scholars, do not correspond to the extant text. On these grounds,
they are often deemed unusable in determining Hamiiya's sectarian identity. Yet, in light of the
above conclusion, even if we assume that such discrepancies between Amulf's and ShiishtarT's
reports on the one hand and the extant text of the Makbiib on the other are factual, the
incompleteness of the text prevents us from dismissing their testimonies outright. We do not know
whether the version of Kitab al-Mahbib available to them contained additional material absent
from the surviving manuscripts.

Similarly, the scepticism raised in recent decades concerning the reports of ‘Aziz al-Din Nasafi
(d. after 680/1281) about Hamtiya's Twelver inclinations cannot be so readily accepted. The main
reason offered to undermine Nasaff's testimony is the absence of his noted details in the available
text of the Mahbiib. Yet Nasafi nowhere explicitly refers to al-Makbib in these passages, and
thus the text cannot legitimately serve as the standard for judging the reliability of his report.

Conclusion

Acknowledging the incompleteness of the extant Kirab al-Mahbib carries significant
implications for our understanding of Sa‘d al-Din Hamiiya's Sufi thought. Chief among these is
the weakening of the grand claims made by modern scholarship against Hamiiya's Twelver
tendencies. Despite the presence of multiple clear Shi‘T themes across Hamiiya's diverse corpus,
recent research—relying on the alleged incompatibility of Nasaft's, Amult's, and ShishtarT's
reports with the extant Ma/bib—has tended toward denying or minimising his Shi‘T leanings,
which reflects serious shortcomings in the reading of Hamiiya's mystical legacy and calls for
substantial correction and reassessment. The present article, along with its forthcoming
continuation, demonstrates that contrary to the view of certain scholars, Kitab al-Mahbiib is in
fact one of the most important of Hamiiya's writings for establishing the significant Shi‘T
influences within his Sufi thought.
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