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Ibn ‘Arabi
and His School

Wirtriam C. CHITTICK

Life, Works, and Influence

BN ‘ARaBI (560/1165-638/1240) is probably the most influential author

of works on Sufism in Islamic history. Known in the Arabic world as

[bn al-‘Arabi with the definite article /5 he indicates in his autographs

that his full name was Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn al-‘Arabi al-
Ta’1 al-Hatumi. He was called Muhyt al-Din, “The Revivifier of the
Religion,” and al-Shaykh al-Akbar, “The Greatest Master” Though he is not
considered the founder of a Sufi order, his influence quickly passed beyond
his immediate disciples to all Sufis who expressed their teachings in intellec-
tual or philosophical terms. He was able to combine the various esoteric
currents existing within the Islamic world—such as Pythagoreanism, al-
chemy, astrology, and different viewpoints within Sufism—into a vast syn-
thesis shaped by the Quran and the Sunnab of the Prophet.

Ibn ‘ArabTs father ‘All was apparently employed by Muhammad ibn
Sa‘ld ibn Mardanish, the ruler of Murcia in Spain. In 567/1172 Murcia was
conquered by the Almohad dynasty and ‘Ali took his family to Seville,
where again he seems to have been taken into government service. His high
social standing is indicated, among other things, by the fact that one of his
wife’s brothers, Yahya ibn Yughan, was the ruler of the city of Tlemcen in
Algeria. More interesting is the fact that this uncle renounced all worldly
power 1n the midst of his reign and became a Sufi and an ascetic. Ibn ‘Arabi
mentions two other uncles who were also Sufis.

[n his youth Ibn ‘Arabi was employed as a secretary by the governor of
Seville and married a girl named Maryam from an influential family. When
1¢ was thirty he left Spain for the first time, traveling to Tunis. Seven years
ater, in 597/1200, a vision told him to go to the East. In 599/1202 he
erformed the pilgrimage at Mecea and became acquainted with a shaykh
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from Isfahan, whose beautiful and spiritually accomplished daughter
became, like Dante’s Beatrice, his inspiration in the composition of the
Tarjuman al-ashwagq (Interpreter of Desires). Also in Mecca he met Majd al-
Din Ishaq, a shaykh from Malatya whose yet unborn son was to be Sadr
al-Din al-Qfinaw (606/1210-673/1274), Ibn ‘Arabi’s greatest disciple.

Accompanying Majd al-Din back to Malatya, Ibn ‘Arabi stayed for a time
in Mosul, where he was invested with the power of spiritual initiation by
Ibn al-Jami¢, who himself had received it from the hands of al-Khidr. For
some years Ibn ‘Arabi traveled from city to city in the regions of Turkey,
Syria, and Egypt, and the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. In 608/1211-12
he was in Baghdad, perhaps accompanied by Majd al-Din, who had been
sent there by Sultan Kay Ka’us I (607/1210-616/1219) of Konya on a
mission to the caliphal court. Ibn ‘Arabi himself was on good terms with
this sultan and wrote him a letter of practical advice. He was also a com-
panion of the ruler of Aleppo, al-Malik al-Zzhir (582/1186-615/1218), a son
of Saladin (Salah al-Din al-Ayytbi).

In 620/1223 Ibn ‘Arabi settled down permanently in Damascus, where a
circle of disciples, including al-Qtnawi, served him until his death.
According to a number of early sources, he had married Majd al-Din’s
widow, al-Qiinawi’s mother. Among those who studied with him during
this time was the Ayytbid Muzaffar al-Din (d. 635/1238), the ruler of
Damascus. In a precious document dated 632/1234, Ibn ‘Arabi grants him
permission (ijazah) to teach his works, of which he lists 290; he also
mentions seventy of his own masters in the sciences, noting that the list 1s
incomplete. It is clear from this source that, as a complement to his Sufi
studies, Ibn ‘Arabi had spent long years learning the exoteric sciences such
as the seven recitations of the Quran, Quranic commentary, jurisprudence,
and especially Hadith.

Ibn ‘Arabi’s outward life demonstrates nothing very exceptional for a
Muslim man of learning. His special place in Islamic history is determined
more by his life’s inward events, his writings, and his encounters with
spiritual men. In this respect, his youthful meeting with the great philoso-
pher Ibn Rushd (Averroes) is of great symbolic importance, since it demon-
strates the wide gulf Ibn ‘Arabi perceived between the formal knowledge of
the “men of reason” and the mystical “unveiling” (kashf), or vision of spiri-
tual realities with the eye of the heart, that characterizes his own doctrines
and teachings. It is significant that Ibn ‘Arabi says he was a “beardless youth”
when the meeting took place. Though certain authorities have inferred
from an ambiguous passage in his Futihat that he did not enter Sufism until
he was twenty, the meeting with Ibn Rushd certainly took place before he
had reached this age, and in recounting it he alludes to specifically Sufi
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practices that he had undertaken. Ibn Rushd “had wanted to meet me
because . . . of what had reached him concerning the ‘opening’ (fath) Gaod
had given me in the spiritual retreat (khalwah)” The spiritual retreat,
performed exclusively by the Sufis, is never undertaken without initiation
and the guidance of a shaykh; “opening;” defined for example as “the unveil
ing of the uncreated Lights.” is constantly mentioned in the works of Ihn
‘Arabi and his followers as a primary goal of the Sufi. One of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
closest disciples, Isma‘il ibn Sawdakin, relates that when his master firss
entered the Path, he went into the spiritual retreat in the early morning and
attained to opening before dawn. He remained in the retreat for fourteen
months and received, through an overpowering attraction to God (judh
bah), everything that he was later to write down in his works. Al-Qunawi’s
disciple al-Jandi (d. ca. 700/1300) provides a similar account on the author
ity of his master.2 These points help to explain the significance of the

exchange that took place during Ibn ‘Arabi’s meeting with Ibn Rushd;

He said to me, “Yes” I replied, “Yes,” and his joy in me increased, When |
perceived why he had become happy, I said, “No.” He became constricted, his
color changed, and he began to doubt himself. He asked, “How have you
found the situation in unveiling and the Divine Effusion? Is it the same ax
is given to us by rational consideration (al-nazar)?” I replied, “Yes and no,
Between the yes and the no spirits fly from their matter and heads from their
bodies” . . . He used to thank God that in his own time he had seen someone
who had entered the spiritual retreat ignorant and had come out as I had
come out, without study, discussion, investigation, or reading.’

The idea put forth by certain authorities that Ibn ‘Arabi’s initial spiritual
growth took place at the hands of al-Khidr is unfounded. In fact, his earlies
encounter with the “Men of the Unseen World” was with Jesus, as he states
repeatedly, and his first spiritual master, Abu’l-‘Abbas al-‘Uryabi, was dom
inated by Christ’s spiritual influence.* Jesus is considered the “Seal of Uni
versal Sanctity; while Ibn ‘Arabi, at least in certain passages of his works,
claimed to be the “Seal of the particular, Muhammadan Sanctity” (see
below), so the connection between the two is not fortuitous,

Ibn ‘Arabi relates innumerable inward experiences and visions that helped
determine the course of his life and the nature of his teachings; a number
of these have been translated into English in Sufis of Andalusia. Here allu
sion can be made to a few similar accounts provided by al-Qunawi, b
‘Arabi tells us that his decision to go to the East resulted from a command
he received during a vision of the Divine Throne, ALQuUnawi's account
makes clear that he had known about this journey when he first decided 1o
leave Spain permanently, Arriving at the Mediterranean, he decided not to
sall without knowing the details of what was to come, He turned his
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attentiveness toward God with total presence and was shown everything
that would happen to him inwardly and outwardly until the end of his life.
“Then I set sail on the sea, with vision and certainty. What has happened
has happened and what will come to be will come to be, without defect or
deficiency” In a similar vein al-Qunawi writes that the great saints have
knowledge of what is destined to come about. Hence, they never pray for
something whose existence is not predestined. “I witnessed that in our
shaykh for many years in innumerable things. He told me he once had a
vision of the Prophet, who said, ‘God answers your prayers more quickly
than you can utter them!” Again, al-Qunawi writes that Ibn ‘Arab1 used to
contemplate the objects of God’s knowledge at the ontological level of that
knowledge itself. He would gaze at anyone whose innermost reality he
desired to perceive and then “give news about his future becoming until his
final resting place. . .. He was never wrong.”

Ibn ¢‘Arabi’s Works

In his comprehensive study of the 850 different works attributed to Ibn
‘Arabi, Osman Yahya estimates that 700 are authentic and that of these, over
400 are extant. Though many of these are only a few pages long, many more
are full-sized books, and the Futithat alone contains more words than most
authors write in a lifetime. Ibn ‘Arabi provides the reason for his almost
miraculous output. He never set out to write a single book. “On the
contrary, influxes from God have entered upon me and nearly burned me
alive. In order to find relief . . . I have composed works, without any inten-
tion on my own part. Many other books I have composed because of a
divine command given during a dream or unveiling.

Among Ibn ‘Arabi’s well-known works are the following:

(1) al-Futiahat al-makkiyyab (The Meccan Openings). This compendium of
all the religious and gnostic sciences in Islam is a vast and bewildering ocean
of inspirations. Among the subjects treated are the meanings of all the
Islamic ritual observances, the stations and states the travelers undergo on
their journey to God and in God, the significance and nature of each onto-
logical level in the cosmos, the spiritual and ontological meaning of the
letters of the Arabic alphabet the meaning of different Quranic verses and
hadiths from the points of view of various stations of mystical knowledge,
the sciences embraced by each of the ninety-nine Names of God, and the

“psychological” states of those travelers who are dominated by the spiritual
influences of various prophets.

(2) Fusiis al-hikam (The Ringstones of Wisdom). Judging from the more
than one hundred commentaries written on this worl and the great esteem
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in which it has always been held by Ibn ‘Arabi’s followers, one can accept
H. Corbin’s view that it is “no doubt the best compendium of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
esoteric doctrine’” In al-Qunawi’s view, it is “one of the most precious
shorter writings of our shaykh”® Basing himself on the Quran and the
Hadith, Ibn ‘Arabi discusses the divine wisdom revealed to twenty-seven
different prophets or Words of God from Adam to Muhammad; he shows
how each prophet is the theophany of the wisdom implied by one of the
Divine Names. The first to comment on the Fusis was al-Qunawi, although
he discusses only the general themes of each chapter.

A second early commentator was ‘Afif al-Din al-Tilimsani (d. 690/1291),
a direct disciple of Ibn ‘Arabi and then a constant companion of al-Qunawi;
so close were they that al-Qunawi willed all of his own works to ‘Afil al
Din. In his commentary he deals with a few salient points which appear
unclear or with which he is in disagreement (such as the question of the
immutability [thubit] of the entities). Undoubtedly, the most influential of
the commentators was al-Jandi, who tells us that when al-Qunawi was
explaining to him the preface of the work, he was overcome by his spiritual
influence and was given an opening through which the purport ol the
whole work was revealed to him. When apprised of this experience, al
Qunawi told him that the same thing had happened to him when Ihn
‘Arabi had begun to explain the work to him.

A famous commentator is al-Jandi’s student al-Kashani (d. 730/1330); ‘I
Izutsu’s outstanding exposition of Ibn ‘Arabi’s ontology is based largely on
al-Kashani’s work. More influential in Iran and the eastern lands of Islam
has been the commentary of al-Kashani’s student al-Qaysari (d. 751/1350),
who directed a madrasah in Anatolia. Baba Rukn al-Din Shirazi (d.
744/1344) studied with both al-Kashani and al-Qaysari and wrote the firs
Persian commentary. Sayyid Haydar Amuli (d. ca. 786/1384) in Nuss ul
nusiis (The Text of Texts) integrated the Fusis into the context of Shi‘ite
gnosis. ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami (d. 898/1492) wrote both an Arabic commen
tary on the Fusiis and a mixed Persian and Arabic commentary on Ibhn
‘Arabi’s own summary of the Fusis. In India Muhibb Ilah Ilahabadi
(d. 1058/1648) wrote commentaries on the Fusis in both Arabic and
Persian; his many works on Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings earned him the title of
“the Second Ibn ‘Arabi” In the Turkish-speaking part of the Islamic world
‘Abd Allih of Bosnia (d. 1054/1644), known as ‘Abdi Efendi, wrote several
Arabic treatises showing a remarkable spiritual and intellectual athnity with
al-Qtinawi and is the author of commentaries on the Fusis in Arabic and
Turkish, both of which have been published. Perhaps the most widely read
commentary on the Fugis in the Arab world was written by the prolific Sufi
author ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (d. 1143/1730); his care to define and
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explain practically every single word and his often questionable interpreta-
tions suggest that already by his time the general ability to read and under-
stand the Fusis in the Arab world had severely declined.

(3) Tarjuman al-ashwaq. This short divan of love poetry referred to above
was the first of Ibn ‘Arabi’s works to be translated into English. It is
particularly famous because he himself wrote a commentary on 1t to prove
to certain exoteric ‘#lama’ that it dealt with spiritual truths and not pro-
fane love. Ibn ‘Arabi is also the author of at least two other divans and many
thousands of verses scattered throughout his prose works; he is one of the
best and most productive of all Arab poets.

(4) Shajarat al-kawn (The Tree of Engendered Existence). Developing the
symbolism of the Quranic verse, “a good word is like a good tree . . 2 (XIV,
24), this relatively short treatise on cosmology, extant in Enghsh tiansli
tion, describes the Prophet Muhammad as the embodiment of the Perfect
Man.

Among the many works wrongly attributed to Ibn ‘Arabi, Riszlat al-
abadiyyah (The Treatise on Unity) has been translated into English. It has
recently been shown to be the work of Awhad al-Din Balyani; though
influenced by Ibn ‘Arabi, Balyani interprets a number of his teachings in
a manner unacceptable to the mainstream of his school.

Ibn ‘Arabi’s Influence

Ibn ‘Arabi’s doctrines have been taught either in conjunction with a prac-
tical spiritual method, or independently as “mystical philosophy” It is
highly likely that Ibn ‘Arabi himself taught his own works both to 1nitiated
Sufis and to those who were intellectually attracted to Sufism but had not
taken the practical step of swearing allegiance to a shaykh. The chief disciple
to whom he transmitted both his spiritual and intellectual authority was al-
Qiinawr; all sources agree that he was the major spokesman for Ibn ‘Arabi’s
teachings. Al-Qunawi himself refers to his special role in recounting a vision
of Ibn ‘Arabi fifteen years after his death. He asked from him the “attain-
ment of the direct vision of that theophany after which there 1s no veil and
which does not endure for any other Perfect Man,” that is, apart from Ibn
‘Arabi. After granting this request, Ibn ‘Arabi tells him that he has had
many sons and disciples, especially the son of his own loins, Sa‘d al-Din
(d. 656/1258, the author of a divan), “but what you have asked was not made
possible for any of them. How many sons and disciples have I killed and
then revived! But he who died, died, and he who was slain, was slain, and
none of them attained to this!™

Al-Qiinawi is the author of about thirty works, of which five or six are

N

IBN ‘ARABI AND HIS SCHOOL 55

of central importance for the spread of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings, since they
determined how he was to be interpreted by most of his followers. In style
of expression, he stands at the antipodes of his master. While Ibn ‘Arabi’s
works are torrents of inspiration, continual flashes of light often with no
apparent interconnection, al-Qunawi provides a model for the systematic
and rational formulation of ideas, though he constantly deals with the
world of unveiling. In the words of the great Sufi poet Jami, “It is impossible
to understand Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings concerning the Oneness of Being in
a manner consistent both with intelligence and with the religious law
without studying al-Qtnawi’s works”!® Among the most important ol
these are Miftah al-ghayb (The Key to the Unseen), a systematic account of Ihn
‘Arabl’s metaphysics and cosmology; Tafsir al-fatihab (Commentary on the
Opening Chapter of the Quran), an exposition of the nature of the “three
books” (the Quran, the cosmos, and man); and a correspondence with Nagir
al-Din alTast (d. 672/1274), the foremost representative of Ibn Sini's Peri-
patetic philosophy. In this last work, al-Qunaw1 demonstrates concurrences
between Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings and those of the Peripatetics, while clearly
showing where they diverge.

Al-Qtinawi directed a flourishing center in Konya, where he was a close
friend of Riimi, though he represents a very different mode of formulating
Sufi teachings. Scholars came from much of the Islamic world to study
Hadith with him. Often, after delivering a formal lecture on this subject in
Arabic, he would change to Persian and comment on Sufi poetry. This was
his method in teaching the great Poem of the Way of Ibn al-Firid
(d. 632/1235). Al-QtinawTs disciple al-Farghani (d. 695/1296) took careful
notes during these lectures and then rewrote them in the form of the Persian
work Mashariq al-darvari al-zubar (Orients of Radiant Stars), to which al
QiinawT added a short introduction. Later al-Farghani revised his own worl
in Arabic with the title Muntaha’l-madarik (The Utmost Limit of Perception);
concerning the latter work Jami writes, “No one else has ever been able to
explain the intricacies of the Science of Reality with such interconnected:
ness and order’!!

Another important disciple of al-Qtinawi was al-Jandi, referred to above;
his Persian Nafbat al-rith (The Breath of the Spirit) provides valuable informa-
tion concerning the practices connected with Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings, A third
student, Fakhr al-Din ‘Iraqi (d. 688/1289) was inspired by al-Qunawi's
lectures on the Fusis to write Lama‘at (Divine Flashes), a digest in exquisite
Persian prose of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings on metaphysics and divine love, A
fourth, Abii Bakr ‘Ali al-Malati or al-Siwiisi is known only because he trans
mitted al-Qunawi's power of initiation to later Sufis,'” Amonyg later
members of the same wilsilab v Muhammad ibn Mubammad Shirin



56 IBN ‘ARABI AND HIS SCHOOL

Maghribi (d. 809/1406-7), whose Persian divan has long been highly esteemed
for its exposition of Ibn ‘Arab’s teachings. Famous later masters descended
from Ibn ‘Arabi’s line include the prolific Moroccan author Abu’l-‘Abbas
Ahmad known as al-Zarriiq (d. 899/1493), and the amzr ‘Abd al-Qadir al-
Jaza’iri (d. 1300/1883), exiled from Algeria to Damascus by the French for
his role in leading the resistance to their rule and author of a number of
important works.

Outside of the small number of silsilabs that trace a line of descent to Ibn
‘Arabi, practically all Sufis who have expressed themselves in intellectual
terms have followed the lead of his school. Even those Sufis who opposed
certain of his teachings, such as ‘Ala’ al-Dawlah Simnani (d. 736/1336),
employed his terminology and concepts. In the same way, Rimi’s commen-
tators lived in Ibn ‘Arabi’s intellectual universe and employed his teachings
to explain those of their own master. Besides the commentators on the Fusis
mentioned above, the majority of whom are also authors of independent
works, Ibn ‘Arabi’s most important followers include ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jili
(d. ca. 832/1428); in contrast to most authors of this school, he shows
relatively little influence from al-Qunawi and represents an independent
reinterpretation and revivification of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings. The most
famous of his thirty or so works is al-Insan al-kamil (The Perfect Man). In
contrast, the writings of Shah Ni‘mat Allah Wali (d. ca. 832/1429; see
chapter 7) are dominated by the influence of al-QtnawT’s followers, espe-
cially al-Kashani and al-Qaysari. Shaykh Mahmud Shabistar (d. 720/1320)
is famous for his one-thousand-verse Persian poem Gulshan-i raz (The Rose-
garden of Mystery); its lengthy commentary by Shams al-Din Muhammad
Lahiji (d. 912/1506-7) is one of the most masterly presentations of Ibn
‘Arabi’s teachings in Persian. .

In the Arab world ‘Abd al'‘Wahhab al-Sha‘rani, who died in Cairo 1n
973/1565, did much to popularize Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings through more
than fifty works written in an easily intelligible style. Two figures in Turkey
well known to historians for their political role but not yet widely recog-
nized as members of Ibn ‘Arabi’s school are Qadi Burhan al-Din (d. ca.
800/1398), the sultan of Sivas and author of an important summary of al-
Qunawi’s teachings, and Sultan Mehmet, the conqueror of Istanbul (855/
1451-886/1481). At the latter’s command, several important commentaries
were written on al-Qfinawi’s works and his Miftah al-ghayb was translated
into Persian.!> Among the numerous followers of Ibn ‘Arabi who lived in
the subcontinent, one should mention Muhammad ibn Fadl Allah Burhan-
piri (d. 1029/1620), who wrote a ten-page “Gift addressed to the Prophet’s
Spirit) which is a summary of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings seen largely through
the eyes of Jami, It was the object of several commentaries both in the Arab
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cauntries and farther east, was translated into Javanese, and according to its
English translator, is one of the most important texts for the history of the
development of Sufi thought in Indonesia. Although Burhanpiiri’s famous
contemporary Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1034/1624) criticized Ibn ‘Arabi on
certain points, he supported him on many others and must be considered
an adherent of his school. In Indonesia, Hamzah Fansuri (fl. tenth/sixteenth
century) wrote extensively on Ibn ‘Arabi’s doctrines. In Iran and farther
east, numerous figures who are known primarily as philosophers, such as
Sa’in al-Din Turkah Isfahani (d. ca. 836/1432) and Mulla Sadra (d. 1051/
1641), were deeply influenced by Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings. Finally, let it be
mentioned in passing that Asin Palacios and others have suggested that Ibn
‘Arabi exercised considerable influence in the medieval West, especially on
Raymund Lull and Dante.

Ibn ‘Arabi’s Teachings

In formulating his teachings, Ibn ‘Arabi made use of every available source,
beginning with the Quran and the Hadith. He borrowed extensively from
the written and oral tradition of Sufism that had been developing for several
hundred years; his works are a vast repository of references to the wordy ol
earlier shaykhs, including such lesser-known but important Andalusian
masters as Ibn Masarrah (d. 319/931) and Ibn Qasi (d. 546/1151). FHe made
free use of the terminclogy of the philosophers, especially those belonging
to the more esoteric schools, such as the Ikhwan al-Safa’ and various pre
Islamic schools such as Hermeticism and Neoplatonism. He was thor
oughly versed in Kalam, especially Ash‘arism. But all these schools of
thought were so many building blocks that became part of Ibn ‘Arabi’s own
intellectual edifice; his repeated testimony and the very nature of his
writings and influence show that his unveiling and mystical perception gave
a new form to the raw material with which he worked.

Most of Ibn ‘Arabi’s works remain unedited, unpublished; and/or un-
studied. Though the Futihat was first printed in the nineteenth century, a
critical edition has begun to appear only recently. Even if this were finished,
years of effort on the part of a large number of scholars would be needed
before a thorough analysis of its contents could be carried out, and there
would still remain his other works. Thus, all scholars who have attempted
to explain Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought have pointed out the tentative nature of
their endeavors. Nevertheless, certain central themes, highlighted for
example in the Fusis, can be discerned throughout his works, We can be
sure of their primary importance because they were emphasized by his
immediate disciples and followers, These same themes have been taken up
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and elaborated upon by generations of Sufis and philosophers. It is to some
of these that we will limit our attention here.

The Divine Names

As early as 1914, Asin Palacios saw that “the whole of the Futihat is based
on “belief in the esoteric virtue of the divine names”!* Other authorities,
such as T. Burckhardt, H. Corbin, and S. H. Nasr, have in their turn called
attention to the primary importance of the Names in Ibn ‘Arabi’s doc-
trines. According to the Quran and the Hadith, God is the Mercitul, the
Wise, the Generous, the Forgiving, the Living, the Hearing, the Avenger,
and so on. His Names epitomize the knowledge of Him that has been
revealed to mankind; through them we can grasp something of the Divine
Nature, though we must remember the Prophet’s saying: “Meditate upon
God’s blessings [e.g., upon the effects of His Bounty and Generosity], but
not upon His Essence (dbat), since God as He is in Himself is unknowable
to us, at least in terms of discursive thought. Here we should recall Ibn
‘Arabi’s well-known teaching concerning transcendence and immanence—
or, more precisely, “incomparability” (t4nz7h) and “similarity” (tashbih): On
the one hand, God is unknowable; on the other, we can understand Him
through the Names. True knowledge of Him must combine the two points
of view. Ultimately, this coincidence of opposites can be grasped only at the
stage of unveiling. The apparent incompatibility of the two standpoints is
one reason that the highest stage of mystic knowledge is often referred to
as “bewilderment” (bayrah).

Everything we can know about God, and ultimately everything we can
know about “other than God” (ma siwa’Llah)—that 1s, “the world” or “the
cosmos” (al-‘alam)—is prefigured by the Names. They delineate God’s
perfections inasmuch as He is Being (al-wwjiid) and the source of all that
exists. Ranked in a hierarchy, some are broader in scope than others; the
“Universal Names” are said to number 99, 300, or 1001, whereas the
“particular Names” in the last analysis correspond to all things. Hence Ibn
‘Arabi can say that the Divine Names are infinite in keeping with the
infinity of the creatures (Fusis, chap. 2).

The formula “In the Name of God, the All-Merciful, the All-Compas-
sionate, which begins practically every chapter of the Quran, mentions
three Names: Allah, al-Rabhman, and al-Rabim. The latter two both derive
from the word rabmah, “mercy” (which in turn derives from the same root
as rabim, “womb”). For Ibn ‘Arabi, mercy is Being, When God says, “My
Mercy embraces all things” (Quran VII, 156), this means, “I bestow existence
on all things" since existence is the only quality in which all things share,
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In a hadith the Prophet refers to the “Breath of the All-Merciful” (nafas al
Rabman). According to Ibn ‘Arabi, the All-Merciful’s exhalation of His
Breath is equivalent to the bestowal of existence (77ad). In the same context
he and his followers constantly quote the hadith in which God says, “I was
a Hidden Treasure and I wanted to be known, so I created the creatures that
I might be known” The Hidden Treasure refers to the possibilities of out:
ward manifestation prefigured by the Names. Since “God encompasses all
things in knowledge” (Quran LXYV, 12), the Hidden Treasure corresponds
to all things as known by Him before their creation.

The All-Mercitul, whose very nature is to have mercy on all things («/
ashya’) and thus bring them into existence, feels distress (kurbah) within
Himself; by the “possibility” (imkan) the things possess to display their owi
special qualities, they beg Him to bestow existence upon them. So CGod
“exhales” and relieves His distress; He deploys His Breath and the cosmos
is born. But this 1s not a simple exhalation. It 1s articulated speech: “Our
only word to a thing, when We desire it, is to say to it ‘Be!, and it 18" (Quran
XVI, 40). The myriad types and grades of existents can be divided into
letters, words, phrases, sentences, and books. Ibn ‘Arabi and others have
developed a complicated cosmology based on the symbolism of letters and
words understood in this ontological sense.

The “things embraced by God’s Knowledge” (al-ma‘limat) are also re
ferred to as the “nonexistents” (al-ma‘dimat), the “immutable entities” («/
a‘yan al-thabitah), and the “possible things” (al-mumkinat). They are “non:
existent” as long as they remain only in God’s Knowledge and do not appear
in the world, “immutable” since He knows them for all eternity, and “pos
sible” because He may or may not bestow existence upon them in any given
circumstances. They are also called “concomitants” (lawazim ) of the Names,
All of these “realities” (baga’iq) can be divided into the “divine” (i/uhi),
which are the Names and the immutable entities, and the “engendered”
(kawni), which are the entities when given existence by the Breath,

The Universal Divine Names or Attributes can be classifhied from a
number of points of view. According to one such classification, four of them
are the most fundamental, the “pillars” (arkan) of Divinity: Will, Knowl:
edge, Power, and Speech. Other formulations add three more Attributes
Life, Generosity, and Equity—to give the “seven Leaders” (ala’immat wl
sab‘ah). The remaining Names derive from these four or seven, The Leaders
or Pillars are then embraced by the Name Allah, the All-Comprehensive
Name (al-ism algan*) that points to the Divine Essence,!

The hierarchical relationship among the Names 15 reflected in the strue
ture of the cosmos, which 18 composed of descending levels of existence
(maratib), though from creation’s viewpoint they are ascending, Thus, we
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have the “arc of descent” (gaws al-nuzil) and the “arc of ascent” (gaws al-
su‘iid), which together make up the “Circle of Existence” (da’irat al-wujid).
At each descending level, different realities interrelate or “marry” (nikah) to
bring about the production of succeeding levels. Ibn ‘Arabi envisages this
hierarchical structure from several different standpoints. In the scheme
illustrated by the diagrams accompanying the creation myth (I-V), he
describes each higher reality as active and masculine in relation to the next
lower reality, which is passive and feminine. The higher is in a state of un-
differentiation (;jmal), while the lower is in a state of differentiation (tafstl).
Thus, for example, the Supreme Pen contains all spiritual realities in un-
differentiated form; then it deploys them in their differentiated details by
writing them out in the Guarded Tablet. But Ibn ‘Arabi indicates that every
reality in the scheme is a pen from one point of view and a tablet from
another.

The One and the Many

The Names, and so also the immutable entities, are no different in their
existence from God Himself; there is only one Being, God, who is called
by many Names, each of which denotes one of His ontological modes. But
God in His very Essence, which is beyond the limitation implied by any
of the Names, is One in a different sense than God considered as the
Possessor of Names (dbat al-asma’). Here lies a distinction fundamental to
Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings. At the beginning of chapter 7 of the Fusis, he
writes, “Know that He who is called Allah is one in His Essence and all
through His Names” He often refers to the Oneness of the Essence as a/-
ahadiyyah (“Exclusive” or “Absolute Unity”) and the Oneness of the Names,
through which God is all, as al-wabdaniyyah (“Inclusive” or “Infinite
Unity”), although for the second kind his followers usually prefer the term
al-wahidiyyah.

Ibn ‘Arabi is well known as the founder of the school of the “Oneness
of Being” (wahdat al-wujid). Though this teaching permeates his works, he
does not himself employ the term. One of the first members of his school
to use it in a technical sense is al-Farghani, who normally contrasts it with
the “Manyness of Knowledge” (kathrat al-‘ilm): One in His Reality, God
possesses the principle of manyness in His knowledge. He is One and All.

In God’s knowledge, the nonexistent things are known in all their differ-
entiated details. This is the level of the “Most Holy Effusion” (al-fayd al-
aqdas) or the “Unseen Theophany” (al-tajalli al-ghaybi). It is also the level
of the Hidden Treasure and the “distress” of the All-Merciful, The manifesta-
tion of the Hidden Treasure, or the exhalation of the Breath, is called the
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“Holy Effusion” (al-fayd al-muqgaddas) or the “Visible Theophany” (al-tajulli
al-shabad?). The entities, still nonexistent and immutable within God's
Knowledge, are manifested outwardly within the various levels of existence,

The One Being does not, through the manifestation of the entities,
become many beings, since Being is a single reality. True, the entities are
now provisionally called “existents” (mawjidat) or “engendered things"
(ka’inat), but Being/Existence retains Its original property of nondelimita
tion (itldq) and transcendence. Light remains eternally unaftected by lts out
ward effusion, just as the sun is unaffected by its rays. As Ibn ‘Arabi and
his followers explain through many images, “the entities have never smelt
and will never smell—the fragrance of existence” “The possible existents
remain nonexistent in their original state; existence 1s nothing but the Being
of God” (Fusis, chap. 8). The entities we perceive are only the diflerent
modalities of the One Being. In the words of al-Qunawi,

The greatest obscurity and veil is the plurality that arises in the One Being
because of the effects of the immutable entities within It. People imagine that
the entities become outwardly manifest in existence and through existence,
But only their effects (athar) become manifest in existence. Manifestation and

outwardness belong only to Being, but on condition of having become plural
through the effect of the entities.!¢

Each entity displays a perfection of Being, thus veiling and revealing It af
one and the same time: “God made the creatures like veils (hiab). He who
knows them as such is led back to Him, but he who takes them as real 1
barred from His Presence” (Futihat, 11, p. 460). As long as we do not

perceive the things for the veils that they are, the whole world is naught
but fantasy.

Everything engendered in existence 1s imagination (khayal)
—but in fact it 1s Reality:.
Whoever understands this truth has grasped the mysteries

of the Way. (Fusis, chap. 16)

One mark of the essential nonexistence of all “existent” things 18 that they
must be recreated at each instant. According to Ibn ‘Arabi, God places
dreams in the animal world so that people may witness the ontological level
of Imagination and come to know that there is another world, similar 1o
the sensory world. Through the rapid transformations of imaginal forms in
dreams, God wants to show us that the sensory world 18 changing at every
instant, “If the world were to remain in a single state for two units of time,
it would possess the attribute of independence from God, "But men are in
doubt as to the renewed creation’ (Quran L, 15)" (Futahat, 111, p, 199),

Here two basic meanings of the term “imagination” can be discerned. In
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the first sense, everything that is “other than God” is “imaginary” and in the
ultimate sense unreal. This is the level of “nondelimited imagination” (/-
khayal al-mutlaq), which Ibn ‘Arabi identifies with the Breath of the All-
Merciful. Through it “That which can not possibly exist [since it is not
Allah, the only Being there is] comes to exist” (Futihat, 1I, p. 312). “The
reality of imagination is change in every state, and manifestation within
every form. There is no true being that does not accept change except Allah.
So there is nothing in realized existence (al-wujid al-mubaqqaq) except
Allah. As for everything else, that is in imaginal existence. . . . So everything
other than the Essence of God is imagination in the process of change”
(Futithat, 11, p. 313). It is from this point of view that all things in the world
must be “interpreted” (ta‘bir) as if they were dreams (Fusis, chap. 9).
Second, “imagination” refers to an ontological realm between the spiritual
world and the corporeal world, also called the “isthmus” (barzakh) and the
world of “image-exemplars” (mithal). Here spiritual realities become
manifest as sensory forms, and, after death, the attributes and moral qual-
ities of men become personified. Just as the animal soul acts as the means
whereby the disengaged (mujarrad) spirit can maintain a connection with
the corporeal body, so the world of imagination acts as an intermediary
between the disembodied spirits and the corporeal world. This intermediate
world is in turn divided into two kinds of imagination, one of which 1s “con-
tiguous” (muttasil) to our psyches, and the other of which is “discontiguous”

(munfasil).

The difference between contiguous and discontiguous imagination is that the
former disappears with the disappearance of the imaginer, while the latter is
a self-subsistent ontological level which continuously acts as a receptacle for
disengaged meanings and spirits, to which it gives corporeal forms, though
only in accordance with their specific characteristics. Then contiguous imag-
nation derives from discontiguous imagination. (Fut#hat, 1I, p. 311)

The nature of the realities that become manifest within nondelimited
imagination or the cosmos is determined by their preparedness (isti‘dad),
that is, the extent to which they are able to act as receptacles (gabil) that
display the perfections of Nondelimited Being. Preparedness in turn is
determined by the “Lord” (rabb) of each existent, the particular Name that
governs it, its immutable entity. “The All becomes entified in keeping with
each existent; then that entification (tz‘ayyun) is that thing’s Lord. But no
one takes from Him in respect of His Absolute Unity” (Fusss, chap. 7). The
difference between the prophets and saints on the one hand and ordinary
people on the other is that the former are loci of manifestation (mazhar,
majld) for Universal Names, while the latter manifest particular Names.
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The former display the myriad perfections of Being, while the latter only
display a few, and these impertectly.!?

Closely connected to the entity’s preparedness is the question of “destiny”
(gadar). Since each existent thing is determined by its Lord, its destiny 1s
foreordained. But the “mystery of destiny” (sirr al-gadar) 1s that God does
not do the foreordaining; on the contrary, the entity foreordains itself, ‘I'he
entity, after all, is in essence a nonexistent object of God’s Knowledge. God
did not make (ja‘l) it the way it is, since it is uncreated—He has known it
for all eternity. “So no one possesses in himself anything from God, nor does
he have anything from any other than himselt” (Fusis, chap. 2). God's only
role is to bring the entity from nonexistence in knowledge to existence in
the world, that is, to show mercy upon it through His Breath, Once in
existence, the entities themselves determine how they will act and wha
their ultimate destiny will be. “So let them blame none but themselves, and
let them praise none but themselves: ‘God’s is the conclusive argument’
(Quran VI, 149) through His Knowledge of them” (Fusis, chap. 8).

Here Ibn ‘Arabi distinguishes between God’s engendering command (u#/
amr al-takwini), through which He gives existence to the entity, and iy
prescriptive command (al-amr al-taklifr), through which He requires men
to follow the religious law. In the practical terms of human experience, men
freely choose whether or not to follow the latter. Since they cannot know
their destiny until it overcomes them, they must follow the command of
God and trust in Him; but in the final analysis, their ends are determined
by their beginnings. This is one significance of such Quranic verses as “1o
your Lord you shall return” (VI, 164).

In the same context, Ibn ‘Arabi states that men worship “the God created
by their beliefs” Men can only conceive of Nondelimited Being~God <o
the extent allowed by their own preparedness, which is determined by their
immutable entity, their Lord. The prophets and saints are theophanies of
God’s Universal Names, through which they know and realize Fim, In the
same way the sciences and laws which they bring for mankind are mani
festations of these Names—this is the whole theme of the Fusis, Other men
are theophanies of particular Names, which do not manifest the same
ontological perfections. Thus, their “beliefs” concerning God will be deter
mined by their own preparedness for knowledge and existence, In effect, the
God they worship—their own Lord~will be “created” by their limited pre
paredness. Only the greatest prophets and saints—the Perfect Men <waorship
God as such, since they are loci of manifestation for the AllLComprehensive
Name Allah.

Fach “existent” in the world is a mixture of existence and nonexistence,
or of light and darkness, To the extent that it existy, 1t 18 a theophany ol
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Being; to the extent that it is nonexistent, it is a veil over Reality. “So you
are situated between existence and nonexistence, or good (khayr) and evil
(sharr)’ (Futiihat, 11, p. 304). “Existence is light, while nonexistence is dark-
ness. We are in existence, so we are encompassed by good” (Futshat, I1I,
p. 486). God or Nondelimited Being is Sheer Good (al-kbayr al-mahd);
hence the Prophet said, “All good is in Thy hands, while no evil is ascribed
to Thee” Ibn ‘Arabi concludes that evil has no fundamental reality, even
though it is totally relevant to our everyday lives; otherwise, religion would
have no role to play and God’s prescriptive command would be meaningless.

To whom can evils be ascribed? For the cosmos is in the hand of Sheer Good,
which is Total Being. However, the possible existent can be envisaged as
nonexistent; to the extent this is so, evil is ascribed to it. For it does not
possess in its very essence the property of Necessary Being; hence evil befalls

it. (Futdahat, 111, p. 315)

The creatures are given existence through the Breath of the All-Mercitul,
and in the end they return to Mercy. “God showed us favor through the
Name All-Merciful, thus bringing us out of evil, which is nonexistence, to
good, which is existence. . .. So from the beginning, He entrusted us to

Mercy” (Futibat, 11, p. 157). From this point of view Ibn ‘Arabl maintains-
that hell itself is a mercy and that the chastisement (‘adhab) of the un-

believers will eventually be changed to “sweetness” (in accordance with the
root meaning of the word ‘adhab; ct. Fusis, chap. 10).

Instead of attributing evil to nonexistence, al-Qunawi follows the lead of
many passages in the Futihat by calling attention to the ontological qualities
evil does in fact reflect and the manner in which religion protects mankind
from evil’s consequences. The various phenomena connected with religion
and salvation—such as the prophets, the Scriptures, religious teachers,
mosques, faith, the remembrance of God, and piety—are loci of manifesta-
tion for the Divine Name the Guide (4/-Had?), while phenomena that
manifest evil—such as satanic men and jinn, unbelievers, immorality, and
thoughts that turn the mind away from God—display the properties of the
Name the Misleader (al-Mudill). Al-Qinawi is thus able to discuss suffering
and damnation without minimizing their practical significance. In this con-
text, he recalls Ibn ‘Arabi’s definition of evil as “that which is incompatible
with man’s goal and disagreeable to his nature and constitution” (Fusiis,
chap. 11). Al-Qtinawi remarks that when the soul leaves the state of equi-
librium established by the Shari‘ah and the tarigah, it falls under the sway
of the Names of Severity, such as the Misleader, the Wrathful, He-who-
harms (al-Darr), and the Avenger. “As a result, the effects of these Names
become manifest in this world, or in the next world, in forms disagrecable
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to the soul, such as suffering, chastisement, illness, punishment, distance
from God, and veils.’18

As the theophany of Sheer Good, the cosmos is the locus of beauty and
the object of love (mahabbah). The root of all love, whether for God or for
“others,” is God’s Love, through which the world was created. In the hadith
of the Hidden Treasure, God does not in fact say that He “wanted” to be
known, but that He “loved” (ahbabtu) to be known. “Through this Love
God turned His Will toward the things in the state of their nonexistence . | .
and said to them Bel” (Futithat, 11, p. 167). In God Himself, Love, Lover,
and Beloved are one, since the nonexistent objects of Love are none but the
perfections of His own Self. So also in creation, Love manifests Itself in all
things, each and every one of which is both lover and beloved.

Nothing is loved in the existents except God, since He is manifest within
every beloved to the eye of every lover. And nothing exists but lovers, 5o all
the cosmos is lover and beloved, and all is reducible to Him. . . . No one loves
any but his own Creator, but he is veiled from Him by the love of Zaynab,
Su‘ad, Hind, Layla, the world, dirhams, position, and all other objects ol
love. (Futahat, 11, p. 326)

Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings on love, expressed poetically by such figures as ‘Irigi,
extend explicitly to the domain of sexuality. He views man’s contemplation
of God in himself and in woman during the sexual act as one of the highest
forms of spiritual vision (Fusis, chap. 27).

The Perfect Man

The Perfect Man, a key term in Ibn ‘Arabi’s vocabulary, is the all.compre
hensive engendered existent (al-kawn al-jami*) discussed at the beginning of
the Fusis. Ontologically the origin and goal of the cosmos, he is also the
model of spiritual perfection and the guide of men, In his inmost reality,
he is known as the Cloud (al-‘ama’). The Prophet was asked, “Where was
God before He created the creatures?” He replied, “In a cloud, neither above
which nor below which was any space” The Cloud in fact 15 the All
Merciful Breath, the theophany of Sheer Being, within which letters and
words become articulated. The Cloud surrounds God “before” He creatos
the creatures and is thus the intermediary between Flim and them;y it s the
Reality of Realities (hagiqgat al-haqa’iq), within which all immutable entities
are englobed.

But the Perfect Man is both “all.comprehensive)” in the sense that he
embraces all realities, and “engendered,” that is, he belongs to the world of
created things, at least in hiv outward dimension, e is an ithmus (bareakh)
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between God and the cosmos, since he comprehends both the divine and
the engendered realities. In God, the One and the Many are united; in the
cosmos the Many are dispersed, but in the Perfect Man the One and the
Many are reunited in the midst of their very separation and dispersion.

As al-Qiinawi makes explicit, the Perfect Man contains within himself the
“Five Divine Presences” the five universal levels where God makes Himself
known. Al-Qiinawi enumerates these as (1) the Reality of Realities, or the
Presence of Knowledge; (2) the World of the Spirits; (3) the World of
Imagination; (4) the World of Corporeal Bodies; (5) the All-Comprehensive
Presence, that is, the Perfect Man in his total deployment. The Perfect Man
is the macrocosm, while individual man is the microcosm. “God only
created the cosmos outside of man to strike an example for him and so that
he might know that everything manifest in the world is inside himself,
while he is the goal. ... In him all the Divine Names and their effects are
displayed” (Futsihat, 111, p. 417).

If the Perfect Man is the ontological prototype of both the cosmos and
the individual man, he is also man perfected, the human state realized in its
full breadth and depth. According to the Prophet, “Allah created Adam
upon His own Form”; in the Quran God says, “He taught Adam the Names,
all of them” (II, 31). As the Name that embraces all other Names, Allah is
the Reality of Realities. To say that man is created upon Allah’s form means
that God is the “meaning” (ma‘na) or immutable entity of mankind, while
man is God’s outward form or existent entity; though other things also
reflect Him, they do so incompletely, since they manifest lesser Names. But
it is only the Perfect Man who is able to live up to this human potential
and truly actualize this station. He alone is the “vicegerent of Allah”
(khalifat Allak; cf. Quran IT, 30). A human being who does not attain perfec-
tion in this world is only a “rational animal,” not a “man.” He is related to
humanity as a corpse is related to 2 living person. “He is a man in shape,
not in reality, for a corpse lacks all faculties. Thus is he who does not attain
perfection. . . . Only the Vicegerent is worthy to act as a receptacle for (all)
the Divine Names” (Futizhat, 11, p. 441).

According to the Quran, God “governs the Command (al-amr) trom
heaven to earth; then it ascends to Him in a day whose measure 1s a
thousand years of your counting” (XXXII, 5). This descent of the Command
is the exhalation of the All-Merciful’s Breath. When it reaches its lowest
point, at the level of mankind, it reverses. If a man is destined to become
a Perfect Man, he will enter the spiritual path, through which he can return
to his Source and complete the Circle. Then he becomes established at the
“Point at the Center of the Circle” (nugtah wasat al-da’irah), also known as
the station of Equilibrium (ali ‘tidal), since the Perfect Man is equidistant
from each and every reality, whether ereated or uncreated, Having realized
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the full human potential, he manifests the All-Comprehensive Name A/llah
and escapes the domination of every limited Name and entity. Al-Qunawi
writes that Equilibrium is the center from which no one deviates except
him who is attracted to what 1s less than himself. “If a man veers away trom
the Center to one side because of an attracting and overpowering aflinity,
and if the property of certain Names and levels predominates so that he
leaves Equilibrium, . . . then he will worship God from the standpoint of
that [limited] Name’s level. ... It will become the utmost limit of his
hopes . . . unless he passes beyond it*°

The spiritual stature of the Perfect Men, those who truly act ag God's
vicegerents, explains the meaning of such Quranic verses as “He hay sub

jected to you what is in the heavens and what is in the earth, all together,
from Him” (XLV, 13; ct. Fusis, chap. 16).

Through the activity of his mind every human being is able to create in his
imagination that which has no existence in the outside world; this is the situa:
tion with all of us. But through his concentration (himmah) the gnostic
creates that which possesses existence outside of the locus of his concentra:
tion so long as his concentration continues to preserve it. (Fusis, chap, 6)

If the saints normally refrain from employing this power, it is because ol
their knowledge that everything occurs according to God’s Will, “Whenever
the gnostic does exercise his concentration in the world, it 15 because of a
divine command; he does so because he is compelled to do so, not out ol
free choice” (Fusis, chap. 13).

In order to turn his concentration toward its ultimate object and actualize
its creative power, man must follow the path of purification and perfection,
For Ibn ‘Arabi, as for all Sufis, the basis of this path is the practice of Islam,
He takes the daily prayers, the fast during Ramadan, ete.~in short, the
“pillars” of Islam—for granted. In words of advice to disciples, we even find
him telling them, “Do not play with your beard or any part of your clothing
during the ritual prayer . . ., and make sure that your back is straight when
you bow down” (Futihat, IV, p. 497). A work like Kunh md la budd minhu’l
murid, translated into English as Instructions to a Postulant, shows that he
considered the sincere and scrupulous practice of both the mandatory
commands of the Shari‘ah and the supererogatory acts recommended by the
Sunnab as the sine qua non of all Sufism.

Ibn ‘Arabi also explains in great detail the practices specific to Sufism,
which amount to extensions and intensifications of the required practices
of Islam. AlJandi summarizes Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings in ten principles
(1) constant ritual and moral purity, (2) unceasing remembrance/invocation
(dhikr) of God, (3) the elimination of all distracting thoughts, (4) constant
examination of conscience (munigabah), (5) daily review ol one's actions
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(mubdsabab), (6) attentiveness to the inward consciousness of one’s shaykh,
(7) hunger, (8) vigil, (9) silence, and (10) inward humility and tears. If there
is anything remarkable about these instructions, it is that they are basically
the same as those found in most other Sufi orders.

The Seal of the Muhammadan Saints

Islam calls the Prophet of Islam the “Seal of Prophecy, meaning among
other things that no prophet will come after him until the end of time. In
a number of passages, Ibn ‘Arabi speaks of two “Seals of Sanctity”: the Seal
of General Sanctity, or Jesus when he returns at the end of time, and the
Seal of Muhammadan Sanctity. Sometimes Ibn ‘Arabi declares that he him-
self is the latter, and most of his followers held this to be the case; elsewhere
he implies that someone else is this seal, as in a passage where he says that
the Seal of Muhammadan Sanctity is an Arab whom he met in the year
595/1198-99. He goes on to explain the function of this person:

Just as, through Muhammad, God has sealed the prophecy of Law-giving, so,
through the Muhammadan Seal, He has sealed the sanctity which derives
from the Muhammadan inheritance, not that which derives from other
prophets—for among the saints there are those who inherit from Abraham,
Moses, and Jesus. Such will continue to be found after the Muhammadan

Seal; but after him, there will no longer be found any saint “upon the heart
of Muhammad (‘ald galb Mubammad)? (Futihat, 11, p. 49)

One of the clearest explanations of how Ibn ‘Arab’s title as the Seal of
Muhammadan Sanctity was understood by those of his followers who
ascribed it to him is provided by al-Jandi. He writes that true knowledge of
God’s Essence, Attributes, and Acts and of the realities of things as they are
in God’s Knowledge cannot be acquired in the most perfect and complete
manner from secondary stations, sources, and doctrines, but only from the
doctrines of, first, the Seal of the Prophets, and second, the Seal of the
Saints, who is the perfect inheritor of Muhammad. The spiritual vision of
the seals comprehends all spiritual perceptions, contains all doctrines, and
encompasses all stations and levels. Just as there must be a Name more
perfect and comprehensive than all others—that is, the Name A/lzh—so also
there must be a prophet and a saint more perfect than all other prophets
and saints, and these are the seals.?°

The claim that Ibn ‘Arabi was the Seal of the Muhammadan Saints thus
implies that his teachings embrace all Islamic teachings. And, in fact, prac-
tically every intellectual formulation of Sufism after him derives directly or
indirectly from his own works or those of his followers, In this respect, at
least, it is difficult to dispute this claim, In the words of Seyyed Hossein
Nasr, Ibn ‘Arabi “has provided over the centuries the precious doctrinal
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language in terms of which Sufi masters have sought to expound the
mysteries of gnosis;?! and to explain their vision of the Truth as gained
through mystical perception and the unveiling of the Uncreated Lights,
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Excursuses

An Islamic Creation Myth

The Names gathered together in the Presence of the Named and, gazing upon their
own realities and meanings, sought the outward manifestation of their properties.
They desired that their own entities might become mutually distinct through the
effects that they make manifest. The Creator, who makes ordainments, the Knower,
the Governor, the Deployer, the Producer, the Form-giver, the Nourisher, the Life-
giver, the Slayer, the Inheritor, the Grateful, and all the rest of the Divine Names
gazed upon their own essences but found none created, none governed, none
deployed, none nourished. So they said, “What can be done so that these entities
might become outwardly manifest? For through them our properties and authority
are deployed.”

So the Names, having seen their own entities, . . . had recourse to the Name the
Producer. They said, “Perhaps you can give existence to our entities so that our
properties may appear and our authority be established. For at the moment we
reside in an ontological degree that allows us no effectivity” The Producer replied,
“That depends upon the Powerful, for I am under His sway. . .~

Then the Names had recourse to the Powerful, who said, “I am under the sway
of the Willing. I can not bring into existence a single one of your entities without
His designation. The possible existent in itself is not sufficient for me. First the
command of the Commander must come from its Lord. Once He commands that
a possible existent enter into engendered existence—once He says to it ‘Bel’ — then
I will be able to act upon it. . . . So have recourse to the Name the Willing. Perhaps
He will choose the side of existence over the side of nonexistence. Then I will join
with the Commander and the Speaker and give you existence’

[After hearing similar words from the Willing, the Names proceed to the Name
the Knowing, who tells them that the entities under their sway are indeed destined
for outward manifestation. But first courtesy (adab) must be observed.]

So all the Names came together in the Presence of the Name Allah . . . and told
Him about their state. He said, “I am the Name that comprehends all your realities
and I denote to the Named (al-musamma), who is an All-Holy Essence, possessing
qualities of perfection and transcendence. Stay here while I enter upon the object
of my denotation. So the Name Allah entered that Presence and repeated the words
of the possible existents and the Names. He was told, “Go out, and tell all the
Names to undertake among the possible existents what their realities require. . .

So the Name Allah went out, next to Him the Name the Speaking, acting as His
spokesman to the possible existents and the Names. He related to them what the
Named had said, So the Knowing, the Willing, the Speaking, and the Powerful

IBN ‘ARABI AND HIS SCHOOL /1

undertook their tasks and the first possible existent became outwardly manifest,
(Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futithat al-makkiyyah [Beirut: Dar Sadir], nd., I, 323)

The Lord of Men and the Lords of Men

The Universal Name “Lord” courses through all other Names, whether univeryal
or particular, principal or derivative, down to the least of the derivatives, It
manifests itself in every Name in keeping with the properties of that Name, . . .
The Name from which any human being derives his existence . . . 1s in reality his
“Lord” . . . It will also be his place of return and his ultimate end. The theophanies
he receives in keeping with his states within this world’s plane, and his vision ol
God in the next world, are tied specifically to this Name and take place through it.

But . . . “Lordship” has two properties, one general and one specific. The general
property derives from the fact that, for example, the Name Allah is related 1o all
worlds and ontological levels and to all their inhabitants, in respect both to the
receptive reality, i.e., the entity, and to the existence that it receives. Fence the
Lordship attributed to the Name Allah is all-comprehensive. This 1s indicated, for
example, by God’s words, “Praise belongs to Allah, the Lord of the worlds” (Quran
[, 1).... As for the specific property pertaining to Lordship, that is what we said
above: Whenever a thing’s existence becomes entified from the Presence of a Name,
that Name is its specific Lord. This is why we find that in the Quran and the
Hadith, vision of God is attributed only to Lords ascribed to various levels, For
example, “Upon that day faces will be radiant, gazing upon their Lord"
(Y 23).. -

The source of the outward existence of the Perfect Men among the prophets and
saints is the Ocean of the Second Entification, i.e., the level of the Name AlLih in
respect of the Second Isthmus, which englobes the seven principle Names, which
in turn embrace the realities of each Perfect Man. However, a faint trace of that
Perfect Man’s distinguishing characteristics remains, so his Lord is the Second Entis
fication in respect of the faint trace peculiar to him. Then the source of the
existence of those prophets, messengers, and saints who are near to the Perfect Men
N receptivity, preparedness, scope, universality, spiritual perception, and contem
plation is those Seven Principles themselves, but in respect of their manyness and
their special relationship with particular effects and properties. . . . Finally the
existence of other human beings below the prophets and saints in rank derives from
the tributaries of these Oceans, i.e., these Seven Principles, or the rivers of the
tributaries, or the streams of the rivers, or the brooks, or the pools, or the tankards,
ar the jugs, or the infinite drops. So their original entification and their ultimate
return follow their preparedness as determined by their Lords,

As for our Prophet Muhammad« God bless him and give him peace=he possesses
the Supreme Watering Place, which is the First Theophany. That is his Light and
hiv Lord, It is the source, origin, return, and end of all Names and all entifications
within knowledge and existence, That s why God says, addressing the Prophe
specifically, “Surely unto thy Lord s the ultimate end” (Quran LI 43), and, “Surely
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unto thy Lord is the return” (Quran XCVI, 8). (al-Farghany, Muntaha’l-madarik,
Cairo: ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Bukhari, 1293/1876, 1, 43-44).

I. The Divine Names and the Cosmos
(See diagram I, p. 75.)

The outward existence of the entities presupposes these nine Names. The Living
is the “Lord of the Lords” while the next four are often called the Four Pillars,
though sometimes the Four Pillars are said to include the Living. They are the prin-
ciple of all “quaternity” in creation. Among the correspondences Ibn ‘Arabi points
out are the following:

Attribute  Existent Element Humor Power of the Soul
Knowledge First Intellect Earth Melancholy Sustaining
Will Universal Soul Air Blood Attracting
Power Universal Nature Water Phlegm Repulsing
Speech Materia Prima Fire Choler Digesting

He-who-governs and He-who-deploys are the “primary Names related to the
cosmos”; the other Names are called the Seven Leaders or the Seven Mothers and
are their daughters. Just as the spirit “governs” the body, while the body “deploys”
the properties of the spirit, so the Unseen World becomes manifest from He-who-
governs, while the visible world becomes manifest from He-who-deploys. By means
of these two Names God creates male and female, activity and passivity, generation
and corruption. The Generous and the Just bring about the existence of well-being
and misfortune, the Garden and the Fire, profit and loss. (al-Futihat al-makkiyyah,

I, 100, 120, 260; II, 232, 430, 685; III, 198, 427, 441)

II. From the Cloud to the Dust
(See diagram II, p. 76.)

The first creatures to become manifest within the Cloud are the Enraptured Angels;
their attention is turned totally toward God such that they have no knowledge of
any “others” Through a special theophany, one of them, called the First Intellect
or the Supreme Pen, is given knowledge of everything that will come into en-
gendered existence until the Day of Resurrection. Perceiving the Perfect Man in the
Cloud, it turns its attention toward creation to bring his potentiality into actuality.
There it sees its own shadow, the Universal Soul, whom it “marries,” just as Adam
married Eve. According to another image, it looks for something upon which to
write and the Guarded Tablet is born from its search. The union of the Pen and
the Tablet gives rise to the Throne, where the All-Merciful Breath, having created
all things, comes to rest: “The All-Merciful sat Himself upon the Throne” (Quran
XX, 5). The Tablet possesses two basic attributes, which manifest He-who-governs
and He-who-deploys: knowledge of itself and action; the latter is attributed to it
just as light is attributed to the sun, Knowledge is connected to destiny action to
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the bestowal of existence upon the known entities; the first is the father, the second
the mother. Universal Nature has no existence as such, only through the onto:
logical modalities prefigured in the Soul: heat (which is a manifestation of Life),
dryness (Will), cold (Knowledge), and wetness (Speech). In a similar way, the Dus
exists not in itself but through the forms that appear within it as a result of Nature's
activity. (Futithat, 1, 139-40; 11, 427-31; III, 90, 390, 399, 420-21, 429-30)

I1I. From the Dust to the Footstool
(See diagram III, p. 77.)

The marriage of Nature and Materia Prima results in the birth of the Universal
Body; its length reflects the Intellect, its breadth the Soul, and its depth the Void,
which it fills. Within the Body’s compass God brings all the world’s forms into
existence in an order that comes to be known as “time” The first sensory form to
appear is the Throne; supported by four columns, it encompasses all sensory
existents. Its parents, the Intellect and the Soul, look upon it with the eye of meicy,
the attribute that defines its nature. Within the Throne stands the Footstool, upon
which God places the Foot of Surety (Quran X, 2) and the Foot of the All
Compeller (hadith), the first of which is in the Garden, and the second in the Fire,
The Two Feet mark the division of pure mercy into mercy on the one hand and
mercy mixed with wrath on the other. God mixes these two because He wants (o
manifest all the opposites embraced by His Names, such as He-who-exalts and Fe

who-debases, the Contractor and the Expander, and the Bestower and the Taker.
(Futdihat, 11, 433-37; 111, 431-32)

IV. From the Footstool to the Sphere of the Fixed Stars
(See diagram IV, p. 78.)

On the underside of the Footstool, God creates a transparent, spherical body
divided into twelve parts. It is referred to by the verse “By the heaven of the con
stellations!” (Quran LXXXV, 1). In each constellation dwells an angel; the twelve
of them play the same role toward the inhabitants of the Gardens as the elements
play for the inhabitants of the earth. Hence each angel is related to one of the four
elements: earth, air, water, and fire, When the Shi‘ites refer to the infallibility ol
the Twelve Imams, says Ibn ‘Arabi, in fact they are referring to these angels, The
anpels construct six of the Gardens, while, according to the hadith, God constructs
liden with His own hand. Each of the Gardens has 100 degrees, reflecting the
Divine Names (the ninety-nine “Most Beautiful Names" plus the Greatest Name),
the number of stations in each Garden is equivalent to the number of verses in the
Quran, The floor of the Gardens is the surface of the sphere of the fixed stary,
which in turn is the roof of hell, Hell, however, does not become manifest until
the Day of Resurrection, “T'he Day the earth shall be changed into other than the
earth, and [in the same way] the [seven] heavens [shall be changed]" (Quran X1V,
AN), since they become the locus of hell, (Futabar, 11, 440; 111, 433-35)
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V. From the Sphere of the Fixed Stars to the Darkness
(See diagram V p. 79.)

The twenty-eight mansions of the moon correspond to the twenty-eight letters that
become articulated in the Breath of the All-Merciful. To each of them pertains a
Divine Name, a letter of the Arabic alphabet, and an ontological level (see the
diagram in Burckhardt, Mystical Astrology According to Ibn ‘Arabi [Gloucestershlre
Beshara, 1977] pp. 32-33). Each constellation possesses thirty treasuries of gener-
osity (cf. Quran XV, 21), from which it sends down effusions upon the four
elements, which combine in varying proportions to yield the three kingdoms. The
last existent is animal man, who comprehends all created realities, just as the Perfect
Man comprehends all uncreated realities. The latter is the Pillar extending from
earth to heaven upon which the world’s preservation depends (cf. Quran XIII, 2).
The seven spheres reflect the Seven Leaders and have affinities with various other
realities:

Sphere  Planet Attribute Prophet Day of the Week Clime
1 The Moon  Life Adam Monday 7
2 Mercury Will Jesus Wednesday 6
3 Venus Knowledge  Joseph Friday 5
4 The Sun Hearing Enoch Sunday 4
5 Mars Sight Aaron Tuesday 3
6 Jupiter Power Moses Thursday 2
7 Saturn Speech Abraham - Saturday 1

The seven earths are referred to in the Quran (LXYV, 12), while the Water, Air, and
Darkness upon which they rest are mentioned in a hadith. Below the earths, which
mark the lowest limits of the world embraced by the Throne, is the Water about
which God says, “His Throne is upon the Water” (Quran XI, 7). The Water is in

fact ice; it rests upon frigid Air that is exhaled by the Darkness. This last is the
Unseen, which none knows but God. (Futihat, 1, 155; II, 438-40; III, 432, 437)

I. The Divine Names and the Cosmos
(Diagram I)
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IV. From the Footstool to the Sphere of the Fixed Stars

(Diagram IV)
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V. From the Sphere of the Fixed Stars to the Darkness

(Diagram V)
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