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ASPECTS QF BARAKA (BLESSINGS) AND RITUAL
DEVOTION AMONG MEDIEVAL MUSLIMS AND JEWS!

Baraka (lit. blessing) lay

JOSEF W. MERI
University of Oxford

ABSTRACT

at the foundation of Muslim and Jewish conceptions and

perceptions of the sacred. Medieval devotees sought the daraka of prophets, saints

and devotional objects.
for the transmission of
acquire it.

This study considers the physical and devotional setting
baraka and the ritual acts devotees performed in order to

This essay highlighty a number of aspects of the rituals of saint vener-
ation which Muslims and Jews in the medieval Islamic Near East per-
formed. More specifically, it will explore the concept of baraka (blessings)

and the manner in w

hich devotees identified it through perceptory means

and sought to obtain it through the performance of ritual acts. Baraka,

which has a variety

of meanings is an innate force, sometimes rendered

as “blessings,” which dead and living saints (i.e., holy persons), relics
such as garments, hajir and nail clippings, and pilgrimage sites possessed.

It is an emotive for

ce perceived and apprehended through the senses

and the devotee’s efperiencing and interacting with the holy by -visit-
ing shrines and performing pilgrimage ritual. All rightcous individuals

possessed baraka, but

only saints through their charisma, devotion, excm-

plary learning and piety possessed a sufficient degree to render them
as objects of ziydra oy pious visitation. This is particularly the case among

Muslims throughout
Rulers, theologians,
Seeking baraka was b
tees engaged the hol

the Near East who venerated living and dead saints.
students and common people all sought baraka.
oth a private and a public affair. In so doing, devo-
y and each other at pilgrimage sites. Baraka might

be transferred from saint to person through the performance of a ritual

' This essay is based u
doctoral thesis, “Sacred ]
and Jews in Medieval Sy,

© Koninklijke Brll NV,

on a forthcoming study of Islamic relics, as well as the author’s
urneys to Sacred Precincts: The Cult of Saints Among Muslims

ia,” unpublished D.Phil. thesis, University of Oxford, 1998.

Leiden, 1999 Medieval Encounters 5,1

5.1 ke

" “Kedushah,” Engyclopaedia Fudaica, 9:866.
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act such as a Sufi master investing a fellow Sufi or disciple in private
or before others with a mantle commonly referred to as “khirqa.” Men
and women also approached saints in public and sought their baraka.
Baraka was also produced from the act of pilgrimage to a shrine with
which devotees made physical contact through kissing, rubbing them-
selves against it, lying on it, or spending the night in its presence. The
existence of baraka at a shrine insured miraculous curcs for the infirm
as it did stability, relief, abundance, prosperity and happiness. Jews,
Muslims and Christians engaged in such rituals. Geertz’s description of
a shaykh’s disciple washing his ill master’s garment and then drinking
the water serves a powerful example of how bareka functions. After
drinking the water, Geertz observes that the disciple, “returned to the
sheikh, his eyes aflame, not with illness, for he did not fall sick, but as
though he had drunk a powerful wine.”?

For Muslims the supreme manifestation of haraka is the Qur'an and
the five pillars of Islam.® Similarly, Jews understood baraka to be em-
bodied in the Torah. Baraka sanctified a location through the presence
or the apparent presence or manifestation of the saint, and through the
existence of physical and devotional “relics.” Shrines and portative holy
objects such as Torah scrolls, venerable copies of the Qu’an and the
sandal of the Prophet Muhammad possessed baraka. Devotees made pil-
grimage to obtain blessings from such objects as they did from tombs
and shrines. In both the Islamic and Jewish contexts, holiness emanated
from God. “Objects, persons, sites and activities that are employed in

the service of God, derive their sacred character from that relationship.”™

Baraka and the Uthmani codex

A copy of the Qur'an which the third Caliph ‘Uthman dispatched to
al-Sham was believed to have been kept in Tiberias and was subsc-
quently transferred to Damascus after the Mongol invasion of Palestine
where it was deposited in the congregational mosque. During the four-
teenth century, Ibn Battiita reports of the congregational mosque of
Damascus:

* Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed: Religious Development in Morocco and Indonesia {New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), 32.
* Edward Westermarck, Pagan Survivals in Mohammedan Cirilization (London: NMacmillan

and Co., 1933), 87.
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