
 

The Rifa'i Sufi Order: A Comprehensive 
Analysis of Its History, Doctrines, and 
Global Presence 
 
 

I. The Life and Legacy of Shaykh Ahmad al-Rifa'i: 
Founder of a Mystical Path 
 
The Rifa'i Sufi order, known in Arabic as al-Ṭarīqa al-Rifāʽiyya, stands as one of the most 
prominent and historically significant mystical brotherhoods within Sunni Islam.1 Founded in 
the 12th century, its development is inextricably linked to the life, teachings, and formidable 
spiritual charisma of its eponym, Shaykh Ahmad ibn 'Ali al-Rifa'i. To comprehend the order's 
unique character—a blend of rigorous Islamic orthodoxy and dramatic spiritual 
practices—one must first examine the man and the milieu that produced him. His biography is 
not merely a hagiographic account but a window into the dynamic spiritual and intellectual 
landscape of the later Abbasid Caliphate. 
 
A. Lineage, Upbringing, and Spiritual Formation in the Iraqi 
Marshlands 

 
Ahmad al-Rifa'i was born into a world of political flux and profound spiritual creativity. The 
12th-century Abbasid Caliphate, though politically fragmented, was a fertile ground for 
religious thought, deeply influenced by the monumental work of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111 
CE), who had successfully reconciled Sufism with orthodox Islamic theology.2 This intellectual 
climate fostered the systematization of mystical practices, leading to the formal establishment 
of the great Sufi orders ( 
turuq) that would come to define Islamic religious life for centuries.2 

Most reliable sources place al-Rifa'i's birth in the first half of the month of Rajab in 512 AH (c. 
1118–1119 CE) in the village of Umm 'Ubayda, located in the Batâih region—the marshlands 
between Wasit and Basra in southern Iraq.2 This geographical setting was not merely a 
backdrop but a formative force in his development. The marshlands, with their distinctive 
ecosystem and relative isolation from the political center of Baghdad, fostered a degree of 
religious and intellectual autonomy, allowing unique spiritual traditions to flourish within 



tight-knit communities.1 The area's pre-existing religious pluralism, which included 
communities of Jews, Christians, and Mandaeans, created a dynamic spiritual marketplace 
where public demonstrations of faith and power could serve as a potent means of 
establishing a distinct Islamic mystical identity.7 It is within this crucible of cultural and 
spiritual interaction that the Rifa'i order's famed "extravagant practices" first gained notice.1 

Central to al-Rifa'i's authority was his prestigious lineage. He was a Sayyid, a direct 
descendant of the Prophet Muhammad through his grandson, Imam Husayn ibn 'Ali.1 This 
noble genealogy, traced through both paternal and maternal lines, conferred considerable 
religious credibility and was a significant factor in his ability to attract followers in the 
medieval Islamic world.1 However, this claim has not been without scholarly debate. Some 
historical sources, including the notable Sufi chronicler al-Sha'rani, expressed skepticism 
about the certainty of this lineage, while others did not mention it at all, suggesting it may 
have been emphasized by later followers to bolster the order's prestige.10 This creates a 
compelling paradox: the order's popular appeal was partly constructed upon a claim of 
hereditary sanctity, yet al-Rifa'i's own teachings, like those of many Sufi masters, emphasized 
that true spiritual status is achieved through piety and deeds, not merely inherited through 
bloodline.10 This reflects a broader tension within Islamic piety between ascribed and 
achieved religious authority. 
Al-Rifa'i's early life was marked by loss and prodigious learning. His father, Sayyid Sultan Ali 
al-Batahi, died in Baghdad when Ahmad was only seven years old.2 Consequently, his 
upbringing and education were entrusted to his maternal uncle, Shaykh Mansur al-Rabbani 
al-Batahi, a prominent Sufi master of the time.2 Demonstrating remarkable intellectual 
aptitude, the young Ahmad memorized the entire Qur'an by the age of seven.2 His formal 
education was comprehensive. Under the tutelage of the renowned scholar Abu al-Fadl Ali 
al-Wasiti, he mastered the core Islamic sciences, including Qur'anic exegesis ( 
tafsir), prophetic traditions (hadith), and Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), particularly within the 
Shafi'i school.2 Concurrently, he immersed himself in the esoteric dimensions of Islam by 
attending the 
dhikr (remembrance of God) circles led by his uncle, Shaykh Mansur.1 This dual education in 
the exoteric sciences ( 
zahir) and the esoteric path (batin) became a defining characteristic of the Rifa'i order, 
establishing a pattern of integrated spiritual development that would be passed down through 
its teachings.2 

In a pivotal moment for the institutionalization of the order, Ahmad al-Rifa'i inherited his uncle 
Mansur al-Bata'ihi's position as head of the religious community in Umm 'Ubayda around 
1145–46 CE.1 This provided him with an existing infrastructure—a dervish lodge ( 
zawiya) and a community of disciples—from which he could systematically disseminate his 
teachings and formalize the spiritual path that would come to bear his name.2 

 

B. The Synthesis of Law and Mysticism: Core Teachings and Ethical 



Vision 

 
The spiritual and ethical vision of Ahmad al-Rifa'i was fundamentally grounded in orthodox 
Sunni Islam, positing an inseparable bond between the exterior demands of Islamic law 
(Shari'a) and the interior journey of the mystical path (tariqa).1 For al-Rifa'i, Islam was a 
complete and indivisible whole. He taught that the outward ( 
zahir) and the inward (batin) are interdependent; the inward is the essence of the outward, 
and the outward is the vessel that contains the inward. As he articulated, just as the heart 
cannot exist without the body, a body without a heart will decay.6 

At the core of his teachings was a profound emphasis on a specific set of virtues, chief among 
them being humility (zull, inkisar, tevazu), poverty (faqr), abstinence (zuhd), and 
self-mortification.6 Hagiographical and historical accounts consistently portray him as the 
living embodiment of these principles. His life was a testament to practical compassion ( 
rahma). He is described as personally tending to the needs of the most vulnerable members 
of society—washing the clothes of lepers, caring for wounded and sick animals, feeding 
orphans, and carrying firewood for the elderly and infirm.1 This model of spiritual leadership 
prioritized hands-on service over mere doctrinal authority, establishing a powerful example of 
lived ethics for his followers.1 

His approach to asceticism was one of disciplined moderation. He counseled his followers to 
protect themselves from excesses in matters neither commanded nor forbidden by religious 
law, such as overeating and oversleeping, while simultaneously encouraging them to perform 
worship during the nights.1 This balanced path, which avoided the extremes of both severe 
austerity and spiritual laxity, reflected a sophisticated understanding of human psychology 
and the requirements for sustainable spiritual development.1 Furthermore, al-Rifa'i did not 
advocate for a monastic withdrawal from the world. He taught that his disciples ( 
murids) could progress on the path to God while remaining engaged in their worldly 
occupations, so long as they remained ever-mindful of God, adhered to the boundaries of the 
lawful and unlawful, and avoided heedlessness (ghafla).6 

 

C. Hagiography and Charisma: The Making of a Sufi Saint (Wali) 

 
The historical figure of Ahmad al-Rifa'i is often viewed through the lens of hagiography, which 
serves to illustrate his elevated spiritual station (maqam) as a wali (friend or saint of God). The 
most famous and foundational miracle (karama) attributed to him took place during his 
pilgrimage (Hajj) in 555 AH (1160 CE).5 Upon visiting the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad in 
Medina, he is said to have greeted his ancestor with the words, "Peace be upon you, my 
grandfather!" According to the accounts, those present heard a voice respond from within the 
tomb, "And upon you be peace, my son!" Overwhelmed with spiritual ecstasy, al-Rifa'i recited 
a poem asking the Prophet to extend his hand so that he might kiss it. In response, a luminous 
hand reportedly emerged from the sacred grave, which al-Rifa'i kissed in the presence of a 



multitude of witnesses, including other prominent Sufi masters of the era.4 This extraordinary 
event became a cornerstone of the Rifa'i tradition, cementing his status as a great saint and 
providing a charismatic precedent for the order's later development of ecstatic and 
thaumaturgical rituals.15 

Beyond this singular event, hagiographical sources attribute a host of other miracles to him, 
including healing the blind and leprous, reviving the dead, walking on water, and 
demonstrating a profound spiritual authority over wild animals and even the natural elements.4 
While the historicity of such events is a matter of faith and interpretation, their narrative 
function is clear: to portray al-Rifa'i as a figure endowed with immense divine favor and 
spiritual power. 
In the spiritual cosmology of Sufism, al-Rifa'i is revered as one of the four great spiritual 
"poles" (Aqtab-e-Arba'a) of his time, a title designating the highest-ranking saints of an era. 
This places him in the esteemed company of his contemporary and relative, Shaykh 'Abd 
al-Qadir al-Jilani, the founder of the Qadiri order.3 This recognition underscores his immense 
influence and the central role he played in the spiritual landscape of the 12th-century Islamic 
world. 
 
D. Foundational Texts: Examining Al-Burhan Al-Mu'ayyad and Other 
Key Works 

 
The teachings of Ahmad al-Rifa'i are preserved in a number of works attributed to him, which 
serve as the foundational texts of the Rifa'i order. Among the most significant are Al-Burhan 
Al-Mu'ayyad (The Advocated Proof), Halat Ahl al-Haqiqa ma' Allah (The State of the People of 
Truth with God), el-Hikemü'r-Rifâiyye (The Rifa'i Wisdoms), and collections of his litanies and 
prayers known as el-Ahzâb ve'l-Evrâd.2 

It is important to note that many of these texts were not penned directly by al-Rifa'i himself. In 
keeping with a common tradition among Sufi masters, his teachings were delivered orally in 
sermons and teaching circles. Works like Al-Burhan Al-Mu'ayyad were compiled by his 
devoted disciples, such as Sharaf al-Din ibn 'Abd al-Sami' al-Hashimi al-Wasiti, who 
meticulously recorded his master's words.19 These texts consistently articulate the core Rifa'i 
principle of integrating Islamic law and spirituality, outlining the stages of the mystical path 
and emphasizing the necessity of purifying the heart from worldly attachments.2 

However, a critical scholarly examination of these texts reveals certain complexities. Some 
attributed works, particularly Halat Ahl al-Haqiqa ma' Allah, have been scrutinized for 
containing weak or unauthentic hadith and for promoting esoteric ideas that appear to be in 
tension with al-Rifa'i's own well-documented emphasis on strict adherence to the Shari'a.19 
For example, the text contains sayings that encourage a form of spiritual contentment with 
damnation if it is God's will, a concept that sits uneasily with mainstream Islamic theology. This 
highlights a potential divergence between the founder's original, orthodox-grounded 
teachings and the more esoteric interpretations that may have developed among his later 
followers. Nonetheless, these texts remain central to the order's identity, preserving the 



spiritual and ethical framework laid down by its founder. 
 

II. The Historical Trajectory and Global Diffusion of the 
Rifa'i Order 
 
The history of the Rifa'i order is not one of simple, linear growth but a dynamic story of 
expansion, adaptation, rivalry, and regional persistence. From its origins in the Iraqi 
marshlands, the tariqa spread across vast swathes of the Islamic world, its trajectory shaped 
by the efforts of charismatic disciples, the patronage of powerful rulers, and a remarkable 
capacity to blend with local cultural and spiritual idioms. This diffusion transformed a localized 
spiritual movement into a transnational religious phenomenon that, at its height, was one of 
the most widespread Sufi orders in Islam. 
 
A. From Iraq to the Levant: The Establishment in Syria and Egypt 

 
Following the death of Ahmad al-Rifa'i in 1183 CE, the initial expansion of the order was 
carried forward by his disciples and successors, who established new centers (zawiyas) in the 
neighboring regions of Syria and Egypt.1 This first wave of expansion during the late 12th and 
early 13th centuries was facilitated by the political and cultural connections between Iraq, 
Syria, and Egypt under the Ayyubid and later Mamluk dynasties, which allowed for the 
relatively free movement of religious scholars and spiritual teachers across these core Islamic 
lands.1 

The introduction of the Rifa'i order to Egypt marked the beginning of what would become one 
of the country's most significant spiritual movements.9 According to historical accounts, the 
order first entered Egypt through a disciple named 
Abu al-Fath al-Wasiti. Acting on the instruction of al-Rifa'i himself, al-Wasiti traveled to 
Alexandria around 620 AH (c. 1223 CE) and devoted himself to disseminating the Rifa'i path.9 
His efforts established an early foothold for the order, and upon his death, he was interred in a 
mosque that still bears his name, which became an early center for Rifa'i activities in Egypt.9 

The order's presence in Egypt was further solidified and institutionalized by 'Ali Abu Shubbak 
al-Rifa'i, a grandson of the founder.9 His story, which involves a miraculous journey to meet 
his father in Syria, earned him the name "Abu Shubbak" (the one with the window) and 
cemented his status as a pivotal figure.9 Under his guidance, the order gained considerable 
popularity, and his tomb eventually became the nucleus around which the magnificent 
Al-Rifa'i Mosque in Cairo was built in the 19th century.21 By the 14th century, the Rifa'i order 
had established a powerful presence in Egypt, particularly in Cairo, where it was said to wield 
"particular influence".1 

In Syria, the order also developed a distinct identity. In 1268 CE, Abu Muhammad 'Ali 
al-Hariri, a disciple of the founder, formed a Syrian branch of the order that became known 



as the Haririyya.1 This development represented an early and important process of 
institutional differentiation, where a regional branch developed its own characteristics while 
maintaining its connection to the parent order. The Haririyya played a significant role in 
spreading Rifa'i influence throughout the Levant, and the order remains a popular and visible 
presence in Syria to this day, with 
zawiyas located in most major towns.24 

 

B. The Anatolian and Ottoman Zenith: Influence in Turkey and the 
Balkans 

 
The Rifa'i order spread into Anatolia relatively early, with evidence of its presence dating to the 
13th and 14th centuries. The famed traveler Ibn Battuta noted the existence of Rifa'i tekkes 
(lodges) in central Anatolia during his journey through the region in the 1330s.8 However, the 
order's influence reached its zenith during the Ottoman period, particularly from the 17th to 
the 19th centuries, when it became one of the most significant Sufi brotherhoods in the 
empire.8 

During this era, numerous Rifa'i tekkes were established in the imperial capital of Istanbul.8 By 
the end of the 19th century, there were over forty Rifa'i lodges in Istanbul alone, constituting a 
remarkable 11% of all dervish lodges in the city, making it one of the six major orders of the 
capital.23 The order's prominence was amplified by its close relationship with the Ottoman 
state, particularly during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876–1909). The Sultan's close 
association with the influential Rifa'i-Sayyadi shaykh, 
Abu al-Huda al-Sayyadi, who served as the chief of the Prophet's descendants (naqib 
al-ashraf), highlights the order's significant political and social capital during this period.23 

From its strongholds in Anatolia, the Rifa'i order expanded into the Balkans, where it became 
one of the five most important Sufi orders.28 While its presence may date back to the 17th 
century, it began to actively attract a large following in the early 19th century, spreading 
throughout the regions of modern-day North Macedonia, Kosovo, Albania, and Bosnia.8 The 
establishment of a strong network of followers and 
tekkes in Kosovo and northern Albania was largely due to the tireless activities of Sheikh 
Musa Muslih al-Din of Kosovo (d. 1917).28 The order's influence, however, began to wane with 
the decline and eventual withdrawal of the Ottoman Empire from the region. The rise of 
secularist and socialist regimes in the 20th century further suppressed Sufi activities. In 
Turkey, the Rifa'i order, along with all other Sufi brotherhoods, was officially banned in 1925 by 
the new secular republic under Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.7 

 

C. Presence in South and Southeast Asia: The Karachi Branch and 
Beyond 

 



In contrast to other major Sufi orders like the Qadiriyya and Chishtiyya, which played a 
foundational role in the early Islamization of the Indian subcontinent, the Rifa'i order arrived 
relatively late. A lineage tracing its origins back to Basra is known to have settled in Bombay 
approximately two hundred years ago.31 

Today, a vibrant and unique branch of the order, which has retained its pre-modern 
organizational structure, is based in the city of Karachi, Pakistan.31 This sub-order was 
established by 
Sayyid Zain al-'Abideen Rifa'i (d. 2016), who migrated to Karachi at the age of seventeen 
following the partition of British India in 1947.31 This branch has forged strong connections 
with the coastal Baluchi communities that span the modern borders of Pakistan, Iran, and 
Oman, creating a transnational network of followers.31 A particularly notable feature of this 
contemporary branch is its leadership. Following the death of Sayyid Zain al-'Abideen, the 
de facto head of the order is his daughter, Sayyida Safiya, a rare and significant instance of 
female leadership within a traditional, non-reformed Sufi order.31 

The order's presence extends further into Southeast Asia, with communities found in the 
Philippines and Indonesia.33 In Indonesia, the Rifa'iyah is particularly known for its spiritual 
training that aims to foster 
shaja'ah (courage in defending the truth).34 However, its overall influence in this region 
remains less pronounced compared to the Naqshbandi and Qadiri orders, which were more 
deeply embedded in the historical process of Islamization across the Malay-Indonesian 
archipelago.35 

 

D. The Rifa'i Order in the Modern West: Migration and Adaptation 

 
The Rifa'i order has also established a presence in the Western world, primarily through the 
migration of its followers from its traditional strongholds. Communities in North America, for 
example, trace their origins to the Balkans. Rifa'i tekkes located in Staten Island, New York, and 
Toronto, Canada, were established under the guidance of the late Shaykh Xhemali Shehu (d. 
2004) of Prizren, Kosovo, and are thus considered to be of Turkish-Balkan origin.8 These 
diaspora communities represent an important vector for the transmission and adaptation of 
the order's teachings and practices in a modern, Western context. Furthermore, the 
emergence of hybrid movements such as the Qadiri-Rifa'i order in the West points to a 
contemporary trend of inter- 
tariqa dialogue and collaboration, as different Sufi traditions interact and find common 
ground in new environments.37 

The historical trajectory of the Rifa'i order reveals a pattern that is not one of simple growth 
but of dynamic fluctuation. Its period of greatest influence was in the centuries immediately 
following its founding, reaching a peak of popularity before the 15th century.8 Multiple sources 
explicitly state that its prominence was subsequently eclipsed by the rise of the Qadiri order.4 
This historical rivalry suggests a significant shift in the landscape of popular Sufism. Despite 



this decline in overall dominance, the Rifa'i order demonstrated remarkable resilience by 
maintaining "particular influence" in key urban centers like Cairo and later experiencing a 
resurgence under Ottoman patronage.1 This history of rise, rivalry, and regional persistence 
illustrates that the order's success was not uniform but was contingent upon regional factors, 
political support, and the appeal of competing spiritual movements. 
A key factor in the order's ability to spread and persist across diverse cultural landscapes was 
its capacity for adaptation and syncretism. The Rifa'i path was not rigidly monolithic; it often 
blended its "worship styles or ideas with those of other orders that predominate in the local 
area".8 The group established by Ken'an Rifa'i in Istanbul, for instance, consciously 
incorporated elements of the Mevlevi order to resonate with the local spiritual aesthetic.8 
Similarly, in South Asia, the local 
Bhandara healing ceremony, while rooted in the traditional Ratib-e Rifa'i, has developed a 
unique local character that shares features with regional zar rituals, albeit framed within 
stricter Islamic norms.31 This strategic flexibility allowed local shaykhs to integrate familiar 
cultural and spiritual idioms, making the Rifa'i path more accessible and resonant in contexts 
as varied as Ottoman Turkey and coastal Pakistan. 
 
Period/Century Region Key Figures & Events Source(s) 
12th Century Iraq (Batâih) Founding by Ahmad 

al-Rifa'i (d. 1183). 
Development of 
"extravagant 
practices" in the 
marshlands. 

1 

Late 12th / Early 13th 
Century 

Egypt & Syria Initial expansion by 
disciples. Introduction 
to Egypt by Abu 
al-Fath al-Wasiti (c. 
1223). 

1 

13th Century (c. 
1257-1296) 

Anatolia Early presence 
confirmed by 
endowment deeds and 
tombstones in Amasya 
and Kayseri. 

23 

13th Century (1268) Syria Formation of the 
Haririyya branch by 
Abu Muhammad 'Ali 
al-Hariri. 

8 

14th Century Egypt Order gains significant 
influence in Cairo 
under figures like 'Ali 
Abu Shubbak 

1 



al-Rifa'i. 
14th Century (c. 
1330s) 

Anatolia Traveler Ibn Battuta 
notes the presence of 
Rifa'i tekkes in central 
Anatolia. 

8 

15th Century General Popularity begins to 
wane as the Qadiri 
order rises to 
prominence. 

4 

17th - 19th Centuries Ottoman Empire 
(Turkey) 

Significant resurgence 
and progress; 
numerous tekkes 
established in Istanbul. 

8 

Early 19th Century Balkans Order begins to 
actively gain followers 
in Kosovo, Albania, 
North Macedonia, and 
Bosnia. 

8 

Late 19th Century Ottoman Empire High political influence 
under Sultan Abdul 
Hamid II through Abu 
al-Huda al-Sayyadi. 

23 

Late 19th / Early 20th 
Century 

Balkans Establishment of a 
strong network in 
Kosovo and Albania by 
Sheikh Musa Muslih 
al-Din. 

28 

20th Century (1925) Turkey All Sufi orders, 
including the Rifa'i, are 
officially banned by the 
secular government. 

7 

20th Century (1947) South Asia (Pakistan) Establishment of the 
Karachi branch by 
Sayyid Zain 
al-'Abideen Rifa'i. 

31 

Late 20th / 21st 
Century 

The West 
(USA/Canada) 

Establishment of 
diaspora communities 
under figures like 
Shaykh Xhemali 
Shehu. 

8 

21st Century South Asia (Pakistan) Leadership of the 
Karachi branch passes 

31 



to Sayyida Safiya, a 
rare female head of a 
traditional order. 

 

III. Ritual and Practice: The Spectrum of Rifa'i Devotion 
 
The ritual life of the Rifa'i order encompasses a structured spiritual curriculum for the disciple, 
communal ceremonies that reinforce group identity, and spectacular ecstatic displays that 
have come to define its public image. This spectrum of devotional activity ranges from the 
quiet recitation of personal litanies to the dramatic and controversial performances of the 
burhan. Understanding these practices requires both a phenomenological description of the 
rituals themselves and a theological analysis of their intended meaning and function. 
 
A. The Path of the Disciple: Initiation, Liturgies (Awrad), and Spiritual 
Discipline 

 
The journey for a follower of the Rifa'i path begins with a formal initiation ceremony, known as 
biat or mübâyaa, in which the aspirant (murid) pledges allegiance to a qualified spiritual guide 
(shaykh or murshid).23 This relationship is hierarchical and demands absolute obedience from 
the disciple in spiritual matters, as the shaykh is seen as the essential link in the chain of 
transmission back to the Prophet and the medium through which divine guidance flows.41 

Upon initiation, the disciple embarks on a structured path of spiritual training (seyr-ü sülûk). 
The Rifa'i order delineates specific spiritual ranks, such as çavuşluk (sergeant) and nakiblik 
(deputy), which the disciple attains by completing prescribed periods of ascetic discipline 
(riyazet) and spiritual seclusion (halvet).23 A central element of this training is the regular 
recitation of specific litanies ( 
awrad) and collections of prayers (ahzab). Ahmad al-Rifa'i is said to have bequeathed to his 
followers a set of daily awrad to be recited after each of the five canonical prayers.43 He also 
composed numerous 
ahzab, which are powerful compilations of Qur'anic verses and supplications. Among the most 
well-known are the "Hizb al-Kabir" (The Great Litany) and the "Hizb al-Saghir" (The Small 
Litany), which remain central to the order's devotional life.18 

A particularly distinctive practice within the Rifa'i order is the annual week-long khalwa 
(seclusion). This intensive spiritual retreat begins on the eleventh day of the Islamic month of 
Muharram. During this period, disciples are required to abstain from consuming any food 
derived from a living creature (i.e., a vegetarian or vegan diet) and dedicate themselves to the 
performance of specific, intensive dhikr formulas assigned for each of the seven days.41 This 
practice serves as a powerful tool for spiritual purification and intensification. 
 



B. The Heart of the Community: The Forms and Functions of Dhikr 

 
As a cehrî (vocal) order, the central communal ritual of the Rifa'is is the collective, vocal 
remembrance of God.46 This ceremony, known as the 
dhikr al-qiyam (the standing remembrance), is the heartbeat of the community's spiritual 
life.16 

The ritual typically begins with the participants seated (kuuden) in a circle or a crescent 
shape. Following an opening recitation of the Fatiha (the first chapter of the Qur'an) by the 
shaykh, the group chants the order's specific awrad, often to a particular melody.15 After this 
initial phase, the shaykh gives a signal, and the dervishes rise to their feet ( 
qiyam).15 While standing, often with arms linked to form a unified circle, they begin a rhythmic 
and powerful chant of the divine names, such as 
La ilaha illallah ("There is no god but God"), Allah, Hayy ("The Ever-Living"), and Haqq ("The 
Truth").13 This chanting is accompanied by a synchronized swaying motion, where the 
participants throw the upper parts of their bodies back and forth, creating a powerful 
collective energy.13 The ritual is frequently enhanced by the use of percussion instruments, 
especially the 
def (a large frame drum), and the singing of mystical hymns (ilahis) and odes (qasidas) by 
designated chanters (zakirs).15 

This communal dhikr serves a dual purpose. Internally, its objective is the spiritual purification 
of the individual, the remembrance of God to the point of self-forgetfulness, and the 
attainment of a state of spiritual ecstasy (wajd) or annihilation in the divine (fana').47 
Externally, the loud, communal, and physically synchronized nature of the ritual is a powerful 
technology for social bonding. Drawing on anthropological understandings of ritual, the 
shared rhythm, breath, and movement work to dissolve individual boundaries and forge a 
strong collective identity. The 
dhikr al-qiyam is thus not merely a collection of individual spiritual exercises performed in 
proximity; it is a mechanism for building and reinforcing the social cohesion of the tariqa, 
transforming it into a unified spiritual and social body.50 

 

C. The 'Burhan' (Proof): An Analysis of Ecstatic and Thaumaturgical 
Rituals 

 
The Rifa'i order is arguably most famous, and most controversial, for its "extravagant" and 
"extreme" practices performed during a heightened state of ritual ecstasy known as the Rifa'i 
Ratib.1 These acts of thaumaturgy, collectively known as the 
burhan (proof), are dramatic demonstrations of spiritual power that have fascinated and 
perplexed observers for centuries. 
 



1. Phenomenology: Piercing, Fire Handling, and Snake Charming 

 
The burhan manifests in a variety of astonishing feats of physical endurance and apparent 
invulnerability. During the climax of a fast-paced dhikr, designated dervishes, under the 
direction of the shaykh, will perform acts such as thrusting long iron spikes (shish), swords, 
daggers, and shards of glass into various parts of their bodies—including the cheeks, tongue, 
throat, and abdomen—without any visible sign of injury, pain, or bleeding.7 

Other common demonstrations include acts involving fire. Dervishes have been noted to enter 
blazing ovens, dance in flames, and handle red-hot pieces of iron, a practice known in Turkish 
as gül yalamak ("licking the rose"), where an incandescent metal object is licked or pressed 
against the body without causing burns.8 The handling and even eating of live, often 
venomous, snakes is another well-documented practice, as is the claim of being able to ride 
lions.8 These intense and dramatic rituals earned the Rifa'is the popular moniker of "howling 
dervishes" among Western observers.7 

 

2. Theological Interpretations and Symbolic Meanings 

 
From within the Rifa'i tradition, the burhan is not seen as mere spectacle or self-mutilation. It 
is interpreted as a profound spiritual and theological event. The term burhan itself means 
"proof," and the ritual is understood as a tangible demonstration of the veracity of the faith 
and the immense spiritual power (baraka) of the order's saints.16 Theologically, these acts 
serve to prove that the ordinary laws of nature—that fire burns and blades cut—are 
contingent and subordinate to the absolute will of God, which can be channeled through His 
chosen friends ( 
awliya).23 

The ritual is symbolically linked back to the foundational miracle of Ahmad al-Rifa'i himself, 
when the Prophet's hand emerged from the tomb. The burhan is seen as a continuation and 
public manifestation of the same type of extraordinary spiritual power (karama) that was 
bestowed upon the founder.15 The state of invulnerability is explained by the belief that during 
the intense ecstasy of 
dhikr, the devotee's soul becomes so engrossed in the remembrance of God that it achieves a 
state of fana' (annihilation), becoming temporarily absent from the physical body. In this state, 
the body is believed to be under direct divine protection, rendering it impervious to harm.41 

The body of the dervish, therefore, becomes a form of living theological text. In a context 
where doctrinal arguments might be inaccessible, the invulnerable body offers a direct, 
visceral, and unforgettable sermon on God's omnipotence and the spiritual station of the 
saints. For the participants, these rituals also serve a psychological and spiritual function, 
helping to cultivate shaja'ah—a state of spiritual courage and fearlessness in the defense of 
truth—by viscerally demonstrating the reality of divine protection.34 

 



3. Historical Origins and Scholarly Debates 

 
The origins of these dramatic practices are the subject of considerable scholarly debate. It 
remains uncertain whether Ahmad al-Rifa'i himself instituted or even approved of these 
specific rituals.8 

One prominent school of thought, particularly among Western academics, posits that these 
practices were a later development, introduced into the order after the founder's death.8 
Some have suggested that they emerged under the influence of the 13th-century Mongol 
invasions, possibly incorporating elements of Central Asian shamanism.8 This view is often 
supported by the fact that such practices have always been viewed with deep suspicion by 
mainstream orthodox Islamic scholars, who often condemn them as forbidden innovations ( 
bid'ah), and were even prohibited by Ottoman authorities in the 19th century.7 

However, this narrative is contested by sources from within the Rifa'i tradition and by other 
scholars. They argue that the potential for these miracles was latent in the founder himself 
and became manifest in his immediate successors, well before the Mongol arrival.23 They point 
to accounts of al-Rifa'i's grandsons and other early figures, such as 'Abd al-Salam al-Qalibi, 
performing similar feats, suggesting an indigenous development rather than an external 
borrowing.23 This debate highlights the enduring tension between the order's internal 
understanding of its charismatic practices and the external critiques leveled by both orthodox 
clerics and academic historians. 
 

IV. The Rifa'i Order in Comparative Perspective 
 
To fully appreciate the unique characteristics of the Rifa'i tariqa, it is essential to situate it 
within the broader landscape of Sufism. By comparing its doctrines, rituals, and historical 
development with other major Sufi orders, its distinctive features become more sharply 
defined. The most illuminating comparisons are with its chief historical rival, the Qadiriyya, 
and the more intellectually oriented Shadhiliyya. 
 
A. Rifa'i and Qadiri: A Tale of Two Rival Orders 

 
The Rifa'i and Qadiri orders share common roots in 12th-century Iraq. Their founders, Ahmad 
al-Rifa'i (d. 1182) and 'Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 1166), were not only contemporaries but were 
also related by blood.5 Despite these shared origins, their paths diverged significantly, leading 
to a historical rivalry that shaped the contours of popular Sufism for centuries. 
The most striking difference lies in their ritualistic expressions. The Rifa'i order became 
famous for its ecstatic and thaumaturgical rituals—the burhan involving self-mortification, fire 
handling, and other dramatic feats.56 In stark contrast, the Qadiri order, while also practicing 



vocal 
dhikr, channeled its devotional energy into more socially oriented activities like charity, 
community service, and feeding the poor.56 The Qadiri path is generally characterized by a 
more sober and orthodox-aligned piety, lacking the extreme physical demonstrations that 
define the Rifa'is. 
This difference in practice is reflected in their historical trajectories. The Rifa'i order 
experienced a meteoric rise, becoming arguably the most widespread tariqa until the 15th 
century, its popularity fueled by its spectacular rituals.4 However, its influence was eventually 
eclipsed by the Qadiri order, which gained ascendancy from the 15th century onward.8 This 
historical shift may reflect a broader evolution in mainstream Islamic piety. As Sufi orders 
became more deeply institutionalized and integrated into the fabric of urban society, the 
socially constructive and less controversial model of the Qadiriyya—founded by a renowned 
Hanbali jurist and thus possessing impeccable orthodox credentials—may have proven more 
appealing to both the populace and the religious establishment than the seemingly 
antinomian practices of the Rifa'is. This rivalry was not merely between two orders, but 
between two competing models of public piety: one based on spectacular demonstrations of 
spiritual power, the other on quietist devotion and social welfare. 
 
B. Contrasts with the Shadhiliyya: Paths of Ecstasy vs. Sobriety 

 
If the Rifa'i order represents a path of jalal (divine majesty and severity), characterized by 
intense spiritual struggle and ecstatic states, the Shadhiliyya order, founded by Abu al-Hasan 
al-Shadhili (d. 1258), embodies a path of jamal (divine beauty and gentleness).58 The 
Shadhiliyya emphasizes inner purity, gratitude ( 
shukr), and the seamless integration of spiritual life into everyday worldly affairs. It explicitly 
rejects monasticism and extreme ascetic practices, making it a path well-suited for 
merchants, artisans, and scholars.59 

This contrast is also evident in their respective focuses. The Rifa'i tradition is defined primarily 
by its experiential and ritualistic dimensions, with the burhan serving as its most distinctive 
feature. The Shadhiliyya, on the other hand, is renowned for its profound intellectual and 
literary contributions to Sufism.59 It produced some of the most influential thinkers and texts in 
Sufi history, including the aphoristic masterpiece, the 
Hikam of Ibn 'Ata Allah al-Iskandari, and the widely beloved poem, the Al-Burda of al-Busiri.59 
This intellectual depth gave the Shadhiliyya a different kind of prestige. 
Their organizational structures also differ. While the Rifa'i order's influence has been 
widespread, it has often been concentrated in specific regions and has had a more tenuous 
relationship with the formal clerical establishment. The Shadhiliyya, particularly in Egypt, has 
maintained strong ties to mainstream scholarly institutions like Al-Azhar University, with many 
of its leading scholars being followers of the order.59 This has allowed it to branch out globally 
into diverse contexts, including the modern West, with a high degree of intellectual legitimacy. 
 



C. Doctrinal and Ritualistic Distinctions within the Sufi Landscape 

 
The unique position of the Rifa'i order becomes even clearer when compared to other major 
Sufi traditions. Its practice of vocal, standing dhikr accompanied by swaying movements 
places it in the category of "howling dervishes," alongside orders like the Qadiriyya. However, 
its use of the burhan sets it apart. This contrasts with the iconic whirling dance (sema) of the 
Mevlevi order, which symbolizes the planets orbiting the sun and serves as a form of 
physically active meditation.30 It also stands in opposition to the Naqshbandi order, which is 
distinguished by its practice of silent 
dhikr (dhikr khafi) and its strict adherence to Shari'a without ecstatic displays.59 Furthermore, 
while orders like the Bektashi incorporated syncretic elements from Shi'i Islam and other 
traditions, the Rifa'i order has remained firmly within the Sunni fold, even as its practices have 
been challenged by orthodox authorities.61 

Feature Rifa'i Order Qadiri Order Shadhiliyya Order Naqshbandi Order 
Founder Ahmad al-Rifa'i (d. 

1182) 
'Abd al-Qadir 
al-Jilani (d. 1166) 

Abu al-Hasan 
al-Shadhili (d. 
1258) 

Baha-ud-Din 
Naqshband (d. 
1389) 

Origin 12th Century, Iraq 12th Century, Iraq 13th Century, 
North Africa 

14th Century, 
Central Asia 

Primary Dhikr 
Style 

Vocal, Standing 
(Dhikr al-Qiyam) 

Vocal, often 
seated 

Vocal, focused on 
litanies (Hizb) 

Silent, in the heart 
(Dhikr Khafi) 

Stance on 
Ecstatic Rituals 

Central practice 
(Burhan): piercing, 
fire/snake 
handling 

Generally sober; 
avoids extreme 
physical rituals 

Emphasizes inner 
states over 
outward displays; 
sober 

Strictly avoids 
ecstatic displays 
and dance 

Key Teachings Humility, 
self-mortification, 
compassion, 
divine power over 
nature 

Charity, 
community 
service, 
adherence to 
Shari'a 

Gratitude (shukr), 
integration with 
daily life, 
intellectual gnosis 

Strict adherence 
to Shari'a, 
"solitude in the 
crowd" 

Relationship with 
Authority 

Variable; 
sometimes 
cooperative, often 
viewed with 
suspicion by 
orthodox 'ulama 

Strong foundation 
in Hanbali law; 
generally 
orthodox-aligned 

Strong ties to 
scholarly 
institutions (e.g., 
Al-Azhar) 

Historically strong 
ties to political 
elites and 'ulama 

Key 
Geographical 
Areas 

Arab Middle East 
(Egypt, Syria), 
Balkans, Turkey, 
South Asia 

Global, with 
strong presence in 
South Asia, Africa, 
Caucasus 

North Africa, 
Egypt, Levant, 
global diaspora 

Central Asia, 
South Asia, 
Turkey, global 
diaspora 



 

V. The Rifa'i Order in the Contemporary World: 
Continuity and Transformation 
 
In the 21st century, the Rifa'i order persists as a living tradition, navigating the complex 
currents of modernity, secularism, and intra-Muslim debates. Its contemporary manifestations 
are diverse, reflecting a dynamic interplay between the preservation of ancient rituals and 
adaptation to new social and intellectual environments. The order's survival and evolution are 
evident in its remaining communities, the emergence of new forms of leadership, and its 
varied responses to the challenges of the modern era. 
 
A. Surviving Communities and Their Activities: A Regional Overview 

 
Despite historical declines and political suppression, Rifa'i communities continue to practice 
their traditions across the globe. 

●​ The Arab World: The order maintains a significant presence in its historical heartlands 
of Egypt and Syria.1 In Egypt, it is considered one of the largest Sufi orders, with an 
estimated six million followers, and its members hold regular​
hadra (communal dhikr) gatherings, notably at the great Al-Rifa'i Mosque in Cairo, 
which houses the tomb of 'Ali Abu Shubbak.9 In Jordan, several Rifa'i branches are 
active, many established by shaykhs who migrated from Palestine following the Nakba 
of 1948. These Jordanian communities have demonstrated a capacity for modern 
adaptation, with some leaders, such as Sheikh Nasser al-Din al-Khatib, establishing 
mosques and even launching a Sufi satellite channel to disseminate their teachings.63 

●​ The Balkans: Rifa'i communities endure in Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Albania, 
though they are smaller and less influential than in the Ottoman era.8 In some localities, 
such as Prizren, Kosovo, the community has fiercely preserved its most distinctive 
traditions. Reports and ethnographic accounts describe how the Rifa'is of Prizren 
continue to perform the​
burhan ritual, including the piercing of cheeks with skewers, as a central part of their 
New Year (Nowruz) celebrations.52 

●​ Turkey: Despite the official ban on Sufi orders in 1925, the Rifa'i tradition survived 
underground and has seen a degree of revival in recent decades. A modern branch was 
founded in Ankara in 1976, and contemporary Turkish Rifa'i leaders have been 
instrumental in reinterpreting the order's teachings for a modern, urban society.39 

●​ South Asia: The branch headquartered in Karachi, Pakistan, remains a vital and unique 
center of Rifa'i activity. It maintains its pre-modern organizational structure and 



transnational links to Baluchi communities in Iran and Oman. Its practices, such as the 
Bhandara healing ceremony, blend the order's core rituals with local cultural forms, 
demonstrating a continued process of syncretic adaptation.31 The order also has a 
presence in other parts of the subcontinent, including Gujarat, India.7 

 

B. Modern Leadership and Social Influence 

 
The contemporary leadership of the Rifa'i order reflects its global diversity and its varied 
strategies for engaging with the modern world. 

●​ Cemalnur Sargut: A prominent and highly influential contemporary Rifa'i leader based 
in Turkey, Cemalnur Sargut is an author, Islamic scholar, and the head of the Istanbul 
branch of the Turkish Women's Cultural Association (TÜRKKAD).8 Her approach 
represents a significant modernization of the Rifa'i message. She emphasizes the 
intellectual, ethical, and philosophical dimensions of Sufism, making it accessible and 
appealing to a modern, educated, urban audience. Her global outreach is remarkable; 
through her organization, she has endowed academic chairs in Islamic and Sufi Studies 
at major universities, including the University of North Carolina, Peking University, and 
Kyoto University, thereby bridging traditional Sufi teaching with international academic 
discourse.64 

●​ Sayyida Safiya: As the de facto head of the Karachi Rifa'i branch, Sayyida Safiya's 
leadership is significant for its challenge to traditional gender roles within Sufism. Her 
position as a female leader of a non-reformed, traditional tariqa is exceptionally rare 
and points to the order's capacity for internal evolution, even in its more conservative 
branches.31 

●​ Shaykh Yusuf al-Rifa'i: A distinguished Kuwaiti scholar, former government minister, 
and authorized Rifa'i shaykh, he exemplifies the integration of traditional Sufism with 
modern professional and political life.66 He is an active participant in global Islamic 
conferences and a vocal advocate for traditional Sunni Islam, including Sufism, against 
the critiques of modern reformist movements.66 

 

C. Challenges and Adaptations in the 21st Century 

 
Like all traditional religious institutions, the Rifa'i order faces a host of modern challenges. 
These include the pressures of secularization, the rapid pace of urbanization which can erode 
traditional community structures, and the rise of Salafi and Wahhabi interpretations of Islam, 
which are often hostile to Sufism, condemning its practices—particularly saint veneration and 
ecstatic rituals—as heretical innovations (bid'ah).41 

In response to these pressures, the order is adapting in diverse and sometimes divergent 
ways. In the West and among younger, digitally-native generations, there is a growing trend 
towards more individualized, "post-tariqa" forms of Sufism, where spiritual seekers may 



engage with teachings online or through books without formal initiation or strict adherence to 
a single master's authority.68 Rifa'i communities in the diaspora adapt by creating new 
institutional forms and utilizing digital platforms to connect and teach.69 

This has led to a notable bifurcation in modern Rifa'i identity. On one path, leaders like 
Cemalnur Sargut and Shaykh Yusuf al-Rifa'i are spearheading an intellectual modernization of 
the tradition. By emphasizing the philosophical, ethical, and scholarly dimensions of Sufism 
and de-emphasizing the controversial physical rituals, they are making the Rifa'i path 
palatable and relevant to a globalized, educated, and modern audience that values intellectual 
engagement over ecstatic display.39 This approach seeks to preserve the essence of the 
tradition by adapting its form. 
On a second, parallel path, communities in places like Kosovo and Karachi are engaged in a 
project of ritual preservation.31 For these groups, the order's identity is inextricably linked to 
its unique embodied practices. The performance of the traditional, ecstatic 
burhan is not an archaic relic to be downplayed, but the most potent and authentic expression 
of their faith and heritage. This approach seeks to preserve the form of the tradition as a 
means of cultural and spiritual resistance to the homogenizing pressures of both modernity 
and religious reformism. These two divergent strategies—one of intellectual adaptation, the 
other of ritualistic persistence—demonstrate that there is no single future for the Rifa'i order. 
Instead, its continued survival is characterized by a dynamic and creative tension between 
transformation and preservation, ensuring its relevance in a multiplicity of contexts in the 21st 
century. 
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