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Merciful

Thu Koran i1s the Word made Book,
just as Christ is the Word made flesh.
The 1mages of the Koranic revelation
are the pen and the rabler, ink, paper,
lerters, words, and verses. The first
verses of the Holy Book revealed to
the I’rmphcl set the tone:

Read: In the Name of thy Lord who
created, created man of a blood-clot.

Read: And thy Lord is the Most Gener-
ous, who taught by the pen. taught man
what he knew not.!

Imagery connected with the word
and the book suffuses Islamic thoughe
and colors the everyday life of Islamic
socicty. Ritual centers on the recitation
of the Koran, architecture is shaped by
the needs of listeners and decorared
with written verse, C:t”igr:lplly 1§ re-
garded as the supreme art, music is
preeminently Koranic recitation, and
literature, especially poetry—known
by literate and illiterate alike
with the resonance of the Scripture.

All the words of the Koran are God’s
words, but the most fundamental are
His Namecs. Islamic theology, both
scholastic and mystical, is a great com-
mentary upon the Names of God,
which reveal His nature to mankind
God's primary utterance, whereby His
Books were revealed and man and the
universe created, was His own Name.
Alluded to in the Old Testament as “1
AM THAT I AM,” it is rendered in the
Koran as “Verily T am Allah: There is
no god but L.™* Allah is the “Supreme”
or “All-Comprehensive” Name, since
it refers to God's very Self. The other
names mentioned in the Koran and in
the Hadith (prophetic sayings) are sub-
ordinate to it. It is Allah who is the
Hearing, the Wise, the Vengeful, the
Powerful, the Forgiving, the Life-
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Giver, the Exalter: “The Most Beauti-
ful Names [i.c., the “Ninety-Nine
Names of God”| belong to Allah, so
call Him by them”™ (Koran).” Accord-
g to the Sufis, these very Names
demand and bring about the existence .
of the cosmos. For what mecaning has
the Name “Creator” without creatures,
“Light” without illuminating rays,
“Forgiver” without sinners, “Life-
Giver” without death?

In one of his sayings, the Prophet
alludes to the “Breath of the All-Merci-
ful”: and in the Koran God savs, "My
Merey embraces all things.”" As the
All-Merciful, God exhales His Breath.
and the universe is born. The Breath is
also referred to as the “Cloud” (al-
‘ama’) that envelops the Divine Es-
sence. When the Prnp]u‘r was asked,
“Where was God before He created
the creatures?” he replied , “In a Cloud,
neither above which nor below which
was any space.” Thus the famous Sufi
Ibn al-“Arabi (d. 1240) writes that “in
1ts state of cxistence the cosmos con-
sists of the forms assumed by the
Cloud . . . . So the Cloud. which is
none other than the Breath of the All-
Mercilul, is the substance. while the
world and all the forms manifest
within it are the accidents.™

But the Breath or Cloud is not a
simple exhalation; it is the articulated
speech of God. “Our only word to a
thing, when We desire it, is to say to
it ‘Be!” and it 15.7" Elsewhere, in place
of “Our only word.” the Koran has
“His only command.” These terms
are joined 1 the verse, “Our Com-
mand is but One Word, like the twink-
ling of an eye.”™ Through the Com-
mand the One Word issues from its
Source like a ray of hght, I'Cf—!':lf_'i‘_.lﬂl_._{
itself into the ontological words that




are the creatures. Thus Ibn al-SArabi
writes, “The Cloud derives from His
exhalation, while the forms chat take
shape within it, which are called the
‘cosmos,’ derive from the word *Be!”
So we are His words that are never
exhausted.”™ Here he alludes to the
Koranic verse, “Though all the trees in
the carth were pens, and the sca were
ink—seven seas after it to replenish

it yet would the words of God not be
exhausted. ™"

Thc Koran repeatedly refers to
God’s “signs” (ayar). which are the
creatures on the one hand and the verses
ot the revealed Book on the other:

Surely in the ereation of the heavens and
the earth and in the alternation of night
and day are signs for men possessed of
mind.

It 15 He who raade the sun a radiance
and the moon a light . . _ . God created
that not save with the Truth; He deploys
the signs for a people who know.

A book We have sent down to thee,
Blessed, that men possessed of minds may
ponder its signs and so remember. !

These signs, whether revealed in the
cosmos or the Book, are the theopha-
nies of God’s Names and Acriburtes:

Know that the creatures are pure and
limpid water,
shining within them the Attributes of
Almighty God.
Their knowledge, their justice, their
kindness
are stars of heaven reflected in flowing
water.
Kings manifest God’s Kingness,
the learned display His Knowledge.
Generations have passed, and we are a new
generation—
the moon is the same, but the water has
undergone change . . . .
All pictured forms are reflections in the
river's water—
when yvou rub your ¢yes, you sce that all
are He!
—Rami, Mathnawi 2
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Because all creatures arc signs dis-
playing God’s Names and manifesting
His creative Word, all arc constantly
speaking: “'lhere is nothing that does
not proclaim His glory, but you do
not understand their glorification”
(Koran)." Ibn al-Arabi comments:
"T'here 1s no form m the world—and
the world is nothing but forms—that
is not glorifying its Creator with a
speaial praise with which He has in-
spired 1t” (al-Futihar, 11). Rami writes:

The speech of water, the speech of earth,
the speech of clay—

The Possessors of the Heart perceive
each one with their outward scuses.

—Mathnawi

Man plays a unique role among
the world’s creatures since he was
created to be vicegerent (khalifah) to
Allah.” According to the Prophet, man
was created “upon Allali’s Form”; he
manifests rthe All-Comprehensive
Name and thus reflects all other Names
as well. This is one meaning of the
Koranic declaration that God “taught
Adam all the Names. ™" Another
meaning is that Adam was taught the
names of all created things, which are
the signs and “effects™ (athar) of the
Names.

Certain hadiths add that Adam was
taught not only the names but also
“100,0007 languages. Here there is an
allusion to the all-comprchensive-
ness—at least potentially—of human
knowledge. In a similar vein, the ex-
pression “man is a rational animal”
was translated into Arabic as “manisa
speaking animal,” since it is speech—
his knowledge of the names—that sets
man apart from all other animate
things.

Man, then, is the integral and sum-
mary reflection of the Divine Name—
or Divine Word ~Allah. Opposcd to
him stands the cosmos (al-“alam), |
which also reflects the Word, but de-
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ployed in its infinite possibilities of
outward manifestation. Thus the
microcosm corresponds to the macro-
cosm, a fact often referred to as the
“collation of the two transcripts”
(tagabul al-nuskhatayn)—again an image
drawn trom writing. Because of his
knowledge of the names of all things,
man is active, while the cosmos is the
passive object of his perception. This
is why some Sufis have said that man
is the macrocosm, while the universe
is the microcosm.

Though man is the slave (‘abd) of
God, he is also His vicegerent; because
he has knowledge of all creatures, they
are his slaves: “Do you not sec that
God has subjected to you everything
in the heavens and the carth?”
(Koran)." 'T'his power over other crea-
tures helps explain the grave responsi-
bility ot the human state, the “Trust”
(amanah) man accepted to bear even
betore his physical creation (cf. Koran
VII:172, XXXIII:72). The responsibil-
ity for the corruption of the earth—or
the destrucdon of its natural environ-
ment—lies squarely on his shoulders.

Man’s superiority over all creatures
extends even to the angels. They are
“partial” or “peripheral” creatures,
while the Perfect Man is known as the
“Point at the Center of the Circle.”
According to the Koran, the angels
were commanded to prostrate them-
sclves before Adam because they had
knowledge of only some of the Names:
*We know not save what Thou hast
taught us” '

Ibn al-“Arabi summarizes the re-
lationship between man and the Divine
Naines as follows: “Man is the utmost
limit of the Breath . . . . The potential-
ity [or “power,” guwwah| of every
existent in the cosmos lies within him.
So he possesses all ontological levels:
that is why he alonc was singled out
for the Divine Form. He comprehends
the Divine Realitics—which are the
Names—and the realities of the cos-
mos. Thus the Breath of the All-Mer-
ciful did not reach its farthest extension

within his existence until it gave to
him the potentiality of all che ontolog-
1cal levels of the cosmos. In man be-
comes manifest that which does not
become manifest in the separate parts
of the world, nor in the individual
Divine Names. ™"

To become the “vicegerent of Allah”
(khalifar Allah) is to act as a conscious
locus of manifestation for all of God's
Names and at the same time to enconi-
pass the myriad pertections of the mac-
rocosm. When the Sufi hears the
Prophet’s words, “Assume the moral
traits (akhlag) of Allah!” he under-
stands this to mean that man must
attain to a state of perfection wherein
all of the Divine Names display them-
selves within him. Ibn al-SArabi writes:

“Allah did not create the heavens and
the carth and what is between them for
vanity” (Koran),* nor did He create man
“tor sport” (Koran).” He created him so
that he alone might be “upon His Form.”
So everyone in the cosmos is ignorant of
the whole and knowledgeable only of a
part, with the sole exception of the Perfect
Man. For God “taught him all the Names”
(Koran)* and [according to a prophetic
saying]| gave him the “all-comprehensive
words.” Hence he combines the Form of
God with the form of the cosmos.

—al-Fuuiha™

Frhe Breath of the All-Merciful acts
as a vehicle for the Creative Word
“Be!” which appears outwardly as the
ontological letters that make up the
cosmos: “In the same way, the human
breath encompasses all letters” (al-
Futithar).* Ibn al-*Arabi1 and his follow-
ers develop the symbolism of the let-
ters and words transmitted through
the Breath into a complicated cosmol-
ogy. For example, his son-in-law and
chief disciple, Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi
(d. 1274), writes that the things of this
world exist in God’s Knowledge before
their creation as “non-manifest letters,”
though if we consider them in relation
to their properties, attributes, and con-

comitants, they are called "no
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comitants, they are called “non-
manifest words.” Then these letters
and words become outwardly manifest
within the Breath.” Elsewhere he deals
in similar fashion with phrases. verses,
chapters, and books. He compares each
universal level of existence, from God
down to the physical universe, with a
Scripture, and he declares that the Per-
fect Man is like the Koran, the Scrip-
ture that encompasses all other Scrip-
tures:

The Perfect Man is a book that com-
prehends all the divine and created
books . . . for he comprehends all things,
both in the manner of summated unity and
in that of particularized deployment. The

Prophet said, “Whoso knows his own self

knows his Lord™ and all things. It follows,
my son, that your meditation upon your-
self is enough for you, since nothing is
outside of you . . . . Have you not heard
the words of God? “Read your book! Your
self suffices you this day as a reckoner
against you!” (Koran),” for whoso reads
his book has come to know what has been,
what is, and what shall be. So if you cannot
read all of your book, read of it what you
can. Have you not scen God’s words?
*And in vour scivcy What, do you not
look?” (Koran).” And have you not seen
His words? “We shall show them Our
signs in the horizons and in their selves, till
it is clear to them that it is the truth. Suf-
fices it not as to thy Lord, that He is wit-
ness over cverything?” (Koran)™

When the army of “Ali gained tht. uppcr
hand over the army of “A’ishah—peace be
upon them both—in the battle that took
place after the murder of “Uthman,
‘A’ishah’s party held the Divine Book
aloft with a spear so that “Ali’s followers
would not slaughter and rout them . .
Then €Ali said, “Oh people! I am the speak-
ing Book of God, but that is the silent Book
of God! Attack them and leave them not!”

In the same way God says, “Say: ‘God
suffices as a witness between me and you,
and whosoever possesses knowledge of
the Book'" (Koran).* So this, my son, is
the Book and the knowledge of the Book.
And you are the Book, as we said. Your
knowledge of yourself is your knowledge
of the Book. “And there is not a thing,
neither wet.” which is the world of the
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visible creation, “nor dry,” which 1s the
world of the Spirit and everything beyond
it, “bur in an Elucidating Book™ (Koran),™
which is vou.™

Unless man “carries the Trust,” the
Names—or “moral traits”—encom-
passed by the Supreme Name remain
as so many potentialities within him.
He is a book, the manifestation of the
Divine Word, but he is shut off to
himself without the guidance referred
to again and again in the Koran: “These
are the signs of the Koran and a Man-
ifest Book, a guidance, and good tiding
unto the believers. ™ Without the light
of heaven, his book cannot be read,
nor can the two transcripts be collated.
Man is in nced of God’s guidance in
order to regain his primordial nature
(fitrah) according to which he was
created, i.e., his Divine Form. Since
man is a theophany of the Word, he
must return to the Word. The Koran
provides the means, for it is the One
Word of God revealed to creatures in
the form of a multitude of words; thus
creatures, mired in multiplicity and
dispersion, may be drawn back to
Unity. All of Islamic ritual revolves
around the assimilation of the Koran,
the Word made Book, just as Christian
ritual centers on the assimilation of the
body and the blood of the Word made
tlesh.

O!lc of the names of the Koran is
“Reminder” or “Remembrance” (dhikr,
dhikra), while one of the Prophet’s ti-
tles 1s “Remembrance of God” (Dhikr
Allah). As a result of the fall, man has
forgotten the Trust and turned away
from his primordial nature. The Koran
is a Reminder, and the Prophet is the
living exemplar of God’s remem-
brance: “You have a good example in
God’s Messenger for whosoever hopes
for God and the Last Day and remem-
bers God often” (Koran).”

To recite the Koran and to imitate
the Prophet are both means of remem-
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bering God. But there 1s another act of
remembrance, taught explicitly by the
Prophet to some of his companions
and mentioned in numerous Koranic
verses, and that is the “remembrance”
or “invocation” (dhikr) of God’s Name,
All believers remember God through
recitation of the Koran and certain Di-
vine Names at least five times a day,
during the ritual prayer. But God has
placed special power in the remem-
brance of His All-Comprehensive
Name: “Recite what has been revealed
to you of the Book, and perform the
ritual prayer. The ritual prayer pre-
vents indecency and dishonor—but
verily, the remembrance of Allah is
greater!” (Koran).™

The relationship between the revela-
tory Book and the microcosmic Book
is prefigured in the “Night of Power,”
during which the Koran descended
upon the Prophet, and the “Night of
the Ascension,” during which the
Prophert was taken through the heavens
to God's Presence. The descent of the
written Book results in the ascent of
the human Book. The Muslims were
not commanded to perform the ritual
prayer until after the Prophet’s ascent
to heaven, during which it was taught
to him. Thus the prayer is known as
the “ascension of the believer™ (al-salat
mi‘raj al-mu’min), and its physical
movements retrace the Prophet’s ex-
periences during his journey. The
peculiarly physical nature of the Islamic
prayer corresponds to the absolute
necessity of reciting the Koran in
Arabic for ritual purposes, since Arabic
is the physical form of the descent, or
the “body"” of the Word made Book.
The physical body of the human word
is as much a manifestation of the Di-
vine Word as his soul; therefore both
prayer and resurrection are bodily.

But the greatest power of the recited
word is found in the remembrance of
Allah, which is greater than the ritual
prayer (though invahid without it).
The remembrance of many dilferent
Divine Names is practiced by the Sufi

orders. Often the spiritual |
“shaikh™ will choose a Nan
basis of a disciple’s particul
Once a character trait is de
through constant concentra
that Name, another Name

given. Other masters prefer
of their disciples’ attention

preme Name, upon whose
was created. Through cons!
verance in the remembranc
the adept gradually turns hi
away from all other things.
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verance in the remembrance of God,

the adept gradually turns his attention

away from all other things. His own
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