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Rahbaniyya in the Qur’an and Islamic Traditions
Abstract

The concept of rahbaniyya (monasticism) in the Qur'an and Islamic tradition occupies a distinct
and significant position within the discourse on spirituality and religious practices. While Islam is often
characterized as a faith that prioritizes societal engagement and practical worship, the Qur'anic
perspective on rahbaniyya offers a nuanced approach. It recognizes elements of asceticism and personal
devotion while simultaneously criticizing the extremes often associated with such practices. This paper
examines the articulation of rahbaniyya in the Qur'an, its interpretation and reception in Islamic
tradition, and its broader implications for Islamic spirituality and ethical frameworks.

Islamic tradition adopts a balanced and critical approach to monasticism, neither fully endorsing
nor entirely rejecting it. The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) is reported to have stated, "There
is no monasticism in Islam" (Ahmad, Musnad), emphasizing Islam’s preference for an engaged and
harmonious lifestyle over complete withdrawal from worldly responsibilities. However, this does not
signify a dismissal of ascetic values. The Prophetic tradition includes numerous examples of devotion
and detachment from materialism, such as fasting, the practice of night prayers, and prolonged periods
of seclusion (i‘tikaf). These practices illustrate the Islamic ideal of balancing worldly involvement with
spiritual refinement.

The permissibility and scope of rahbaniyya have been the subject of considerable scholarly
debate within Islamic thought. Prominent exegetes such as Al-Tabari and Al-Qurtubi interpret the
Qur'anic critique of monasticism not as a rejection of asceticism per se but as a condemnation of its
institutionalization or excessive manifestations. They argue that rahbaniyya, when practiced within the
boundaries of the Shari‘ah and with the intention of spiritual purification, aligns with Islamic principles.
Sufism exemplifies this approach by integrating ascetic practices into a spiritual framework that
maintains active engagement with communal obligations. This synthesis of personal devotion and social
responsibility reflects the Islamic ideal of moderation (wasatiyya).

The Qur'anic acknowledgment of rahbaniyya as a sincere, albeit innovated, effort to seek divine
pleasure fosters opportunities for interfaith and comparative religious dialogue. Early Christian
monasticism, for instance, similarly aspired to achieve spiritual purity and detachment from worldly
distractions. However, Islam criticizes the extremes of self-denial and celibacy associated with such
practices, advocating instead for a holistic integration of spiritual and worldly responsibilities. This
approach underscores the Islamic emphasis on balance, where devotion to God coexists with active
participation in societal and familial roles.

Key words: Rahbaniyya, Islamic Traditions, Qur’an

-282-



