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Abstract

Work is a concept that has a semantic correlation with concepts such as property, service,
poverty, etc. In religious and mystical traditions, such concepts often take on a spiritual
aspect, as the source of value of work is the acquisition of income and moral values
dependent on it. This point can be clearly understood by examining the circumstances and
sayings of the Sufis of Baghdad in the second and third centuries of AH. These Sufis, who
were primarily ascetics and impoverished and earned their living through work, disagreed
with the concept and necessity of work. A study of the intellectual foundations and practical
methods of four famous figures of Baghdad Sufism (Junaid, Kharaz, Nouri and Muhasibi),
using the qualitative analysis of ancient texts, shows that (1) work did not have much
central importance for them and (2) the doctrine of tawakkul caused differences of opinion
about work among them, as some consider work as opposed to tawakkul and did not see it
as necessary for the seeker (salik) to engage in it, while some did not see it as opposed to
work and considered it dependent on the seeker's status. (3) In their view, official and
government gob was rejected, and of course (4) service to one's fellow man and altruism
were sacred concepts related to work, just as (5) earning a lawful livelihood and avoiding
dubious earning, which are also related to work, were of interest to them. On the other
hand, (6) work was highly reprehensible if it led to an individual's preoccupation with
worldly affairs and neglect of the Hereafter.
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Introduction

The concept of work has historically been intertwined with material wealth, economic
sustenance, and social stability. However, religious and mystical traditions have often
imbued it with spiritual dimensions. In the Islamic context, work is a means of earning a
livelihood and a moral and ethical pursuit. The Quran and Hadith emphasise lawful
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earnings and self-reliance while simultaneously advocating for reliance on God (tawakkul).
Sufism, emerging from early ascetic traditions, provides diverse perspectives on work,
influenced by varying interpretations of poverty (faqr) and reliance on divine providence.

Baghdad in the 2nd and 3rd centuries AH was a pivotal centre of Sufi thought. Among its
leading figures, Junayd al-Baghdadi, Abu Sa'id al-Kharraz, Abu al-Husayn al-Nuri, and
Harith al-Muhasibi each held distinct views on work, shaped by their theological and
mystical orientations. This study examines their sayings and biographies to analyze the role
of labour in their spiritual practices and the broader socio-religious framework of Baghdad
Sufism.

Research Findings
The study identifies several key themes in the approach of these Sufi masters to work:

1. The Peripheral Role of Work: For these Sufis, work was not central to their lives.
While they acknowledged the necessity of earning a livelihood, their primary focus
was spiritual purification and devotion.

2. Tawakkul and Diverging Views on Work: The doctrine of tawakkul generated
differing opinions. Some, like Abu al-Husayn al-Nuri, considered engagement in
work contradictory to complete reliance on God, advocating for absolute
dependence on divine providence. Others, such as Junayd al-Baghdadi, maintained
that work and reliance on God were not mutually exclusive and that the necessity
of work depended on an individual's spiritual state.

3. Rejection of Official and Governmental Employment: The Sufis of Baghdad
generally disapproved of state employment, viewing it as a potential source of
moral and spiritual corruption.

4. Service to Humanity and Altruism: Many Sufis associate work with serving
others. Acts of charity and altruism were deemed more valuable than wealth
accumulation.

5. Lawful Earnings and Ethical Livelihood: Ensuring that one's sustenance came
from lawful sources was a significant concern. They strongly condemned earning
through illicit or dubious means.

6. Work as a Potential Distraction from the Hereafter: Work was considered
spiritually detrimental if it led to excessive preoccupation with worldly affairs and
diverted attention from the afterlife.

The perspectives of these figures demonstrate a nuanced approach to work. Harith al-
Mubhasibi, for instance, emphasized ethical earnings and criticized those who abandoned
work under the pretence of tawakkul. Abu Sa'id al-Kharraz, a shoemaker, regarded work
as a means to discipline the self and prevent idleness. On the other hand, Abu al-Husayn
al-Nuri epitomized an extreme form of asceticism, viewing material possessions as a barrier
to spiritual enlightenment. Junayd al-Baghdadi represented a middle path, balancing
economic activity with detachment from materialism..
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Conclusion

The Sufis of Baghdad did not hold a uniform stance on work. Their views were deeply
influenced by their understanding of tawakkul, socio-economic backgrounds, and
interpretations of Islamic teachings. While some renounced work to embody complete
reliance on God, others engaged in labour while maintaining an ascetic lifestyle. Their
rejection of governmental employment highlights a broader ethical concern about wealth
and power.

Overall, the Sufis of Baghdad conceptualized work as an economic necessity and a moral
and spiritual endeavour. Their teachings offer valuable insights into the interplay between
economic activity and spiritual life, challenging modern notions that separate material
sustenance from ethical and religious considerations.
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