Journal of Kavoshnameh in Persian Language and Literature Vol 26, No 67, Winter 2026

Principles and methods of the hermeneutical approach to
the concept of torment in mystical prose texts up to the 8™
Century AH"

Dr. Milad Salahi Khalkhali'
PhD in Persian language and literature, Shahid Beheshti University

Abstract

One of the fundamental insights of the mystics is the attention to the
general mercy of God and the precedence of His mercy over His wrath. To
explain this macro-idea, it has been interpreted in various positions. The
idea of torment has been a suitable opportunity for mystics in this regard.
In addition to showing its semantic implications in the written tradition of
Sufism, analyzing how mystics use the concept and word of torment can
be important in two other respects. It shows the course of their
interpretation and symbolism, and it is a step forward in understanding
their epistemological system. According to this research, mystics have
adopted four general approaches to torment. The first is silence of the
word. Apart from general reasons, this silence can also be due to
"personalizing the sacred". The second is attention to the external
implication. This point also has two reasons, including mystics' attention
to both the external and the internal and their caution against excessive
interpretation. The third is paying attention to the apparent implication and
its combination with compassion (prayer to relieve torment at the cost of
being tormented oneself). Finally, there is interpretation of the word,
which shows the course of interpretation in mystical texts. Mystics’
interpretationism in this regard reached its peak in the seventh century and
in the thoughts of Ibn-e Arabi and his successors. The issue of immortality
in torment and the mystics’ views in this field are also important and show
the course of interpretation up to Sheikh Akbar.
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1. Introduction

One of the fundamental insights of Islamic mysticism is the belief in the
all-encompassing mercy of God and the precedence of divine mercy over
divine wrath. This principle constitutes a central pillar of Sufi theology and
deeply influences the mystical interpretations of religious concepts. Among
these concepts, ‘adhdab (punishment) occupies a particularly significant
position, as it traditionally represents the most explicit manifestation of
divine wrath in Islamic theology. Sufi authors, however, have approached
this concept in distinctive ways, often reinterpreting, softening, or even
transforming its conventional meaning through various interpretive
strategies.

This study examines the principles and methods of interpretive
engagement with the concept of ‘adhab in Persian and Persianized prose
Sufi texts up to the eighth century AH. By analyzing how Sufi authors
employed, reinterpreted, or occasionally avoided this concept, the research
seeks to illuminate not only the semantic range of ‘adhdb in the mystical
tradition but also the broader epistemological foundations of Sufi thoughts.
The study argues that the Sufi treatments of ‘adhab reveal a gradual
intensification of interpretive (ta’'wili) tendencies, culminating in the
seventh century with figures such as Ibn-e Arabi and his intellectual
SUCCEeSSOrs.

Beyond its lexical and theological dimensions, the concept of ‘adhab
functions here as a critical lens through which the Sufi understanding of
divine justice, mercy, and human destiny can be more fully understood. The
research further highlights the tension between adherence to the denotative
meanings of religious texts and the mystical impulse toward inward,
symbolic, and experiential interpretation.

2. Methodology

This research is based on a qualitative textual analysis of more than fifteen
prose Sufi works composed or widely circulated up to the eighth century
AH. Priority has been given to Persian texts or early Persian translations in
order to preserve the linguistic creativity, symbolic density, and interpretive
nuance characteristic of Persian Sufi prose. Poetic works, particularly



masnavis such as Rumi’s Mathnawi, have been excluded to maintain
methodological consistency and analytical precision.

The study also largely avoids an in-depth examination of Sufi Qur’anic
commentaries, except where necessary to establish early interpretive
patterns. Instead, the focus remains on independent prose treatises, ethical
works, mystical narratives, and doctrinal expositions. Through comparative
reading, the passages containing explicit or implicit references to ‘adhdab
were identified, categorized, and analyzed in relation to broader theological
assumptions, especially the belief in the precedence of divine mercy over
wrath.

3. Results and discussion

The analysis reveals four principal approaches adopted by Sufi authors in
their engagement with the concept of ‘adhab. First, some texts remain
conspicuously silent on the subject. This silence cannot be explained
merely as oversight; rather, it often reflects a tendency for the
personalization of the sacred and an inwardly oriented spirituality in which
fear-based eschatological discourse is de-emphasized.

Second, a number of Sufi authors preserve the outward meaning of
‘adhab. This approach reflects the Sufi commitment to maintaining a
balance between the outward (z@hir) and inward (bdtin) dimensions of the
religion, as well as a caution against excessive interpretive speculation. In
these cases, ‘adhab retains its conventional sense as divine punishment,
particularly in ethical and admonitory contexts.

Third, some Sufis combine acceptance of the outward meaning of
‘adhab with an ethic of compassion. This is especially evident in prayers
and supplications in which mystics ask God to remove punishment from
sinners, even at the cost of enduring suffering themselves. Here, ‘adhab
becomes a context for the manifestation of radical empathy and spiritual
altruism.

The fourth and most distinctive approach is explicit ta’wil, in which
‘adhab is reinterpreted in symbolic, psychological, or metaphysical terms.
This tendency appears sporadically in early texts, such as those of Sahl al-
Tustar, who distinguishes between outward punishment and inward forms
such as veiling and distance from God. However, ta’wil reaches its apex in
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the seventh century, particularly in the works of Fakhr al-Din Iraqi, Aziz
al-Din Nasafi and, above all, Ibn-e Arabi. Iraqi introduces the notion of a
spiritual station beyond both punishment and bliss, wherein the mystic,
annihilated in divine unity, transcends fear and hope altogether. Nasafi
adopts a radical interpretive stance, arguing that all religious promises and
threats are pedagogical expressions pointing to hidden realities, thus not to
be confined to their literal meanings.

Ibn-e Arabi offers the most extensive and controversial reinterpretation
of ‘adhab. Through linguistic, metaphysical, and experiential arguments,
he presents punishment as ultimately ‘adhb (sweet), asserting that divine
manifestations, even in the form of suffering, are modes of mercy.
According to his doctrine of the unity of existence, punishment is relative,
temporary, and ultimately transformed through divine mercy, even for the
inhabitants of the hell.

Closely related to these interpretations is the question of the eternity
(khultd) of punishment. While many Sufi authors adopt relatively
conventional positions, arguing that believers will not remain eternally in
punishment, Ibn-e Arabi and some others reinterpret the khuliid concept,
suggesting either the cessation of pain or habituation to it. In all cases, these
views are grounded in the principle that divine mercy ultimately outweighs
divine wrath.

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the concept of ‘adhab in Persian prose Sufi texts
is neither monolithic nor static. Rather, it serves as a dynamic interpretive site
through which Sufi authors articulate their theological commitments, ethical
sensibilities, and epistemological assumptions. While many mystics retain the
outward meaning of punishment, others silence it, temper it with compassion,
or radically reinterpret it through ta’ wil.

The gradual intensification of interpretive engagement with ‘adhab,
culminating in the seventh century, reflects broader developments in Sufi
thoughts, particularly the growing confidence in symbolic interpretation and
metaphysical speculation. Ultimately, the treatment of ‘adhab reveals the
centrality of divine mercy in the Sufi worldview, highlighting the distinctive
ways in which mystics reimagine religious concepts to align with their
experiential knowledge of the divine.
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