CHARISMA AND COMMUNITY: A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE
BAWA MUHAIYADDEEN FELLOWSHIP

The causes of events are ever more interesting than the events themselves.
Marcus Tulius Cicero (106-43 BCE)

History is but a confused heap of facts.
Lord Chesterfield (1694-1773 CE)

Introduction

The noted sociologist of religion, Max Weber, pointed out that the founders of new
religious movements embody certain qualities that set them off from ordinary men and
women. These superhuman, or at the very least exceptional, qualities could be divinely
gifted or cultivated by the individual for the purpose of disseminating a particular
worldview that is either a reformed version of a pre-existing tradition, such as Shankara in
Hinduism and Luther in Christianity, or a radically different vision that has no precedent,
as with prophetic founders of revealed religions who radically break with tradition and the
past, such as is the case with Islam. Weber famously called these extraordinary qualities
charisma (Weber 1947: 358ff)." Charisma is that set of powerful elements that provides
leaders with the unique gifts required to sway people’s opinions in their favour, thereby
sowing the seeds for nascent movements that ultimately result in the establishment of new
cults in their earliest stages, but gradually develop into distinct sectarian communities that
ultimately become denominations when fully matured, if successful in the long run.
Moreover, if the charisma of an individual is strong and pervasive, it has the possibility of
outlasting the historical person who embodied it, allowing for the institutionalization of the
founder’s unique qualities in what Weber referred to as the A, the bureaucratic office in
which those qualities are housed. It is this bundle of qualities that then serves as the
foundation and the continued sustenance of the human community that emerged and
clustered around the founder during and immediately after his or her lifespan.

" For a valuable post-Weberian study of the concept, see Lindholm 1990.
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clustered around him immediately after his public ministry began in earnest, most of whom
continue being active in the organization founded by the subject of this essay.

Why is this important? My contention is that while we know much about the
history of religions in general, we know less about what transpires on the ground during the
formative years of a new religious movement’s inception, and the longer we wait, the
murkier reconstructing events becomes. Although the community I focus on here is by no
means large and is still in the process of defining itself, it is transnational and global in
nature, which 1 consider significant enough to justify delving beyond the surface of mere
appearances. After all, the founder with whom [ am concerned here once said that numbers
of adherents do not matter. Spiritual development, in his opinion, is something not easily
achieved, nor is it accessible to all. With these points in mind, let me recount the sojourn of
a teacher who still brings tears to the eyes of those who knew him when his name is
mentioned, even today, a quarter of a century after his death.

The Man Behind the Mystery

According to oral history, sometime between 1940 and 1942, a holy man named
Muhammad Raheem Bawa Muhaiyaddeen (ral.) emerged from the jungles of south-eastern
Sri Lanka, near the pilgrimage site of Kataragama (see Figure 1).” He was a non-literate
Tamil-speaking Sufi belonging to the Qadariyya silsilah (lineage), although his affiliation
to the order was quite limited and shrouded in mystery.® Virtually nothing is known about
this individual prior to his emergence from the wilds, and his own autobiography titled The
Tree That Fell to the West (Muhaiyaddeen 2003), cobbled together by sympathetic editors
from thousands of hours of tape recordings, reads more like a transcendental dialogue with
God, unhindered by the fetters of time and space, than an historical account of his life.”

* He is more intimately referred to as Bawa (father) or honorifically as Bawangal (respected father).
® Indeed, later in his life he stopped speaking about himself as an historical entity altogether because
he said it distracted people from their quest for God, which he felt was more important than
existential reality.

’ The dates concerning Bawa’s arrival in Sri Lanka are ambiguous at best, given other evidence than
what his followers say and believe. For example, Bawa himself said he had been in Ceylon since
1899, which is when he claimed that a messenger arrived from the village of Nalla Tanni, Sri Lanka
to bring Bawa there. In Guru Mani, his first book, which was based on a dictation to an unlettered
Tamilian in Jaffna, then published privately in Tamil, the chapter on his visit with Thevanai and
Letchimi, two girls he apparently raised earlier on, but ran away and got married, relates how he was
at Surali Malai (Spiral Mountain, presumably in Tamil Nadu, southern India) when the messenger
came. In part three of the book, in a very brief, one-page statement, Bawa says that he stayed at
Kataragama for 18 years, at Jailani for 12 years, then at Adam’s Peak for 8 years, then at the Rock
Cave “where Sita was kept,” in Nuwara Eliya for about 4 ¥; years, then in Jaffna for 18 years till the
time of dictating Guru Mani in 1945, which is a total of 42 V2 years. The mathematical calculations
are thus 1945 - 42 = 1903; but. he stated at the end of his autobiographical discussion that he had
been in Sri Lanka for 65 years at the time of dictation. so, 1945 - 65 = 1880. which would have
made him 106 at the time of his death in 1986. not counting the vears before he came to Sri Lanka.
The photograph of him included in this publication already shows a man well beyond his teens,
which is suggestive of some of his followers™ claims that he was over 150 years old when he died.
One person in Philadelphia believes that he was over 300 years old. insisting that if the antediluvian
Patriarch Noah could live for just a half a century less than a millennium, there is no reason to doubt
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What we do know with any certainty, however, is that after many years of meditation in
solitude at various locations he eventually settled in the Jaffna area on the northern side of
the island in or around 1942, where he ministered to whc  zver required his services from
the home of an affluent family of his patrons. His clientele at first were, by and large,
impoverished low-caste Hindus, but Christians and Buddhists visited him on occasion as
well.  1riously, very few Muslims seem tc  ave gathered around him during this formative
period.

In 1952, he had acquired a dilapidated Dutch warehouse in Jaffna and opened an
ashram or religious commune within its confines that still exists today, inhabite solely by
a former teacher, a pious matron who was close to Bawa during his lifetime. A relative of a
Sri Lankan Hindu follawer of Bawa’s who now resides in Ph delphia assists her in the
daily maintenance of the site.® Like many South Asian Sufi holy men zfore him (see, for
example, Eaton 1993: 194-304), Bawa also purchased land nearby, which he cleared ar
then farmed to feed the multitude of people who sought him out. By that time, he was
already known as Guru Bawa among his Hindu followers, a father figure ¢ 1ated with la
of ego, mind, and creed, what his Muslim admirers would later refer to as e insan kamil,
the prototypical “perfect man.” As his fame as a healer, exorcist, and counsellor spread,
Muslim intellectuals and Theosophists, the latter of whom recognized no boundaries
between religions, residing in Colombo eventually sought out the saint and brought him to
the city regularly, eventually to start the Serendib Sufi Study Circle in 1962, which was
officially incorporated by the Sri Lankan parliament on 27 November 1974.

How, then, was Bawa discovered? The only published account (Mauroof 1976:
40ff), corroborated by a variety of oral sources, states that two brothers from Nallur, a
suburb of Jaffna town, took vows to make the 300-mile pilgrimage (pada yatra) to
Kataragama annually from their home in the north. While journeying there on foot, the two

that Bawa also could have lived for three centuries or more. But this goes against the Old Testament
teaching that human life spans rapidly diminished thereafter, so that Moses died at 120. See Genesis
9: 28-29 and Deuteronomy 34, respectively. Most Fellowship members, however, contend that there
1s no point in speculating about this, since Bawa's life could not be judged in the same manner as
other mortals.

¥ The woman in question even refused to leave the site when fighting broke out all around her in the
1980s, as is evidenced by the pock marks on the external walls of the structure caused by bullets
fired in the vicinity. Witnessing the destruction of many buildings surrounding the commune,
Bawa’s followers claim it was his miraculous protection that kept the structure in tact throughout the
duration of the civil war.
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moved back and forth from Jaffna to Colombo and Kandy, until his life was radically
altered in 1969 by an aerogram he received from a confused young woman in the United
States.

The Saga Continues Across Oceans

Half way around the world, a young American woman with a penchant for mysticism met a
Sri Lankan Moor in 1969, who was a doctoral candidate at a university in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. The student told her numerous tales about his fabulous encounters with his
spiritual teacher, resulting in her becoming enthralled with the figure and his perennial
teachings, seemingly unbound by the strictures of organized religion.'® The young woman
told the student about an experience she had in 1963 during which she fell into a mystical
trance. It was in the city of New Orleans during the month of November that this recently
married young woman had her baffling experience, the same month that John F. Kennedy
was assassinated. As she recalled to me in 2006, “Everything disappeared, as if 1 was
hurdling through darkness. I was terrified, then everything remained bliss, and it lasted for
hours.” Her husband thought she was ill and had fainted, but then she woke up suddenly,
trying desperately to figure out what it all meant. Here is what she says was happening to
her:

I was alone, standing still in a detached mood. Things became visually very clear.
Then everything seemed to be made up of dark colored dots, all in silence. Then it
all disappeared. Everything. No sight, no sound, no smell, no touch, no body,
nothing. Then through another kind of sight, seen as if looking at a movie, scenes
appeared. It turned out that whatever was wished to be seen could be seen. Things
in back of me, things miles away, whatever occurred to one to see, appeared.
(Muhaiyaddeen 1972: 249).

A voiceless voice then spoke to her intuitively:

At some point, there began an awareness of a ‘silent’ voice explaining what was
taking place. As the voice spoke, whatever it said became actuality. If it said
something, that was what existed at that moment. Nothing else was, except the
voice and the state that it explained. It was speaking very quickly, and many things
simply can not [sic] be remembered (Ibid.).

Recounting as if a disembodied being herself, lacking any ego whatsoever, she intuits the
voice then saying, “There is no time or space. They are One..."THERE [S ONLY ONE’...

' In fact, the original sign in the ashram, now gone and replaced by another, less explicit, one,

pointed out the non-sectarian nature of the establishment. In addition. the sign also demanded
confidentiality in terms of what went on within the walls of the institution as well as silent
petitioning of requests, which would be telepathically understood by the master (see Mauroof 1976:
48). Moreover, Bawa’s earliest publications emphasized the universal nature of his teachings, which
could not easily fit into categorical religious denominations.
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The next thing ‘I’ knew, [ was again aware of the world of form and was filled with an
intoxication of immense joy” (Ibid.)."

Because the experience was ineffable, the woman in question has difficulty
articulating what she felt even today. “It is not of language or concepts,” she writes. “It is
not possible to describe this One” (Ibid.: 250). At first, she couldn’t understand what had
happened, so she told me that she then turned to Jesus. She prayed to him to send someone
to explain her experience to her:

As time went by, it [her experience] became covered over by the problems the
world and ourselves give us. But from that moment on, something inside’ cried,
‘Please come! Please come!” After that the world was a very empty place. | still did
stupid things. I still do. And 1 knew that I did not understand what had been
experienced, but I did at some point realize that I had to find my Guru. I cried for
release and | cried for my Guru (Ibid.).

It took her eight more years to find him. While still in Louisiana, her marriage
crumbled. She eventually divorced and moved north to Philadelphia where someone told
her about a man who knew a Sri Lankan in West Philadelphia who, in turn, knew a Sufi
teacher in his native land. So one day she went to the aforementioned graduate student’s
apartment, knocked on his door, then asked for his teacher’s address. The teacher was none
other than Guru Bawa. She wrote him a letter of introduction requesting his spiritual
guidance on 21 October 1969, and he responded on 11 November 1969. In his reply, he
acknowledged receiving her letter. Referring to her as “sister,” he replied that he would be
happy to help. She then responded on 24 May 1970 by writing that Bawa is “awesome,”
and her only determination was for her to go there to be with him at his ashram. In this
letter she also mentions that her father was preparing to go off to Vietnam for a second tour
of war duty, which was causing her mother great anxiety. This made the youthful spiritual
seeker even more anxious than she already was, she later told me.

In this way, she began corresponding with Bawa, whose scribe and translator
would compose responses based on Bawa’s dictation. Thus began a lengthy period of
correspondence between 1969 and 1971. In essence, it was spiritual counselling via
correspondence. During this period, she came to realize that it would be unrealistic for her

"7 The emphases are in original text. Notice that she places the first person pronoun in quotation
marks, which suggests that the experience forced her to question the very notion of self.
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to abandon everything to move to Sri Lanka to be with him. She then decided to make
preparations to sponsor a visit for him to Philadelphia with his entourage by gathering like-
minded spiritual seekers around her. Hence, in early 1971, she and her newly formed
“fellowship™ made final preparations to bring the guru to Philadelphia. To secure him a
visa, she and a small core of his first devotees informally founded the Bawa Muhatyaddeen
Fellowship shortly before his arrival on 11 October 1971.

The small group of people comprising the original Fellowship that met the holy
man’s group at the airport collectively moved into a row home in West Philadelphia, where
Bawa gave discourses every evening, after which he would feed the entire gathering with
free food cooked in the home’s kitchen. By the fall of 1972 the group had drawn up a final
charter for the organization, in which Bawa mandated three presidents, three secretaries,
and three treasurers, all of whom are still among the sixteen members of the executive
committee that assumed control of the organization after the death of the founder. Bawa’s
intention, according to those selected to lead, was to distribute corporate power in such a
way that no single person could make decisions for the entire group.'

Known for his regular participation in interfaith dialogues, his infectious charisma
drew in more and more people until the house could no longer accommodate the entire
group. The Fellowship gradually grew large and prosperous enough to purchase a former
Jewish community centre on the outskirts of the city in 1973 that was converted then into a
Fellowship house where Bawa's “American family” could reside comfortably. The
Fellowship was officially registered as a not-for-profit organization in 1974, with the goal
of discovering the meaning of life and humankind’s purpose on earth. This event marks the
third phase of the movement’s institutionalization—the first being the establishment of his
ashram in northern Sri Lanka and the second being the founding of the Serendib Sufi Study
Circle in Colombo. What was still lacking in the sociological sense was a “church.” a
central place of worship, contemplation, and prayer to which all members would have
access.

A few years later, to fill the need for a place of prayer, Bawa and his “children”
began building a mosque on the Fellowship grounds that was completed and dedicated in
May of 1984, which now serves as a multiethnic religious and educational centre for
immigrant Muslims as well as Bawa’s American community.'® From the time he arrived in

' However, members of the Fellowship who are not in leadership positions often complain about
being excluded from decision-making processes and about the noticeable rise in bureaucratization,
which Weber (1947: 324-391) says is inevitable. The laity thus feels alienated in the classical
Marxist sense at times, which has, in some extreme cases, led to members leaving this tight-knit
group.

" Philadelphia has quite a significant Muslim population consisting mostly of immigrant Muslims,
but some are also African-Americans who converted to Islam during the Black Power movement.
Only a few of Bawa's adherents, however, are African-American. one of which holds a prominent
position within the administrative ranks of the Fellowship. The Fellowship mosque was the first
freestanding one in the city. although others existed in the form of converted storefront ones. Many
who attend Friday prayers there are not particularly interested in Bawa or his teachings. but attend
for social reasons, that is, to pray together. after which a communal meal is served. Others also bring
their children there on Sundays to study Arabic in the attached madrasa staffed by Fellowship
members. On African-American Muslims in Philadelphia, see McCloud 1996. On issues contronted
by African-American Muslims in general, see Curtis 2007.
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In summary, Bawa Muhaiyaddeen staged three “comings” during his career that
loosely correspond to the stages of institutionalization that 1 described above. The first is
his northern Sri Lankan phase, where he presented himself (or was presented) as a typical
Hindu guru or Sufi zinda pir (living saint), characterized primarily by pragmatism (i.e.,
farming, healing, settling disputes, etc.). The second phase sets in when he begins to
minister to the urban elite of Colombo and elsewhere on the island. This phase is more
philosophical, tapping into the theosophical movement that was well under way by the
1970s (see Bond 2003). The third phase coincides with his arrival in the United States.
Here he is first understood as the typical perennial mystic, so popular in early seventies’
New Age practice, which perpetuates universalism and anti-dogmatism, but gradually
comes to emphasize .a distinct Islamic message that focuses on a fourfold spiritual
developmental pattern.”” The progression moves from shari’a (revealed law), which
involves discerning right from wrong and permissible behaviour to phase two, known as
tariga (path), the strengthening of determination, to hagiga (truth), the beginning of
communication and union with God, leading finally to ma rifa (gnosis), a more perfected
state of union with God that results in sufiva, a state of constant remembrance (zikr) and
contemplation (fikr) that transcends the “four religions,” as defined by Bawa: Hinduism,
Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Islam, the four religions identified by Bawa, which
correspond to different levels of truth and spiritual development (see Webb 1994).

To understand Bawa’s appeal truly, one must trace his historical development from
his humble local roots to his rise in international fame. When doing so, one notices a clear-
cut move from a tolerant and non-denominational preacher toward a more structured
founder of a distinct religious lineage with only tenuous links with a pre-established
tradition within Islam. My larger project aims to flesh out this transformation in order to
understand how Bawa constantly adjusted his teachings to suit the sensibilities of his
changing audiences. This context sensitivity may be a trademark of Bawa’s teachings,
which could very well have been influenced by the Buddhist notion of upava, skillful
means used to teach at a level comprehensible to the individual student.*®

" The role of Sufism in the emergence of New Age spiritual practice is poorly understood. Heelas
1996 and Hanegraaff 1996, two key texts on the New Age, for example, pay no attention
whatsoever to it. It has only been very recently that some good work has started emerging to address
this lacuna. See Wilson 1997,

** This is another concept that has not really been explored at all by scholars of religion. While the
impact of Hinduism on Buddhism and the impact of Islam on Hinduism have been studied
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