6 Religious Experience in Traditional Islam
WILLIAM C. CHITTICK

Numerous terms were employed in Islamic languages to designate the
ways in which people perceive and expenence ordinary and extra-
ordinary phenomena pointing back to God, though the words used
nowadays to translate the modern notion of experience (e.g., tajriba)
were not among them. Anyone acquainted with Islam will be aware that
what is commonly called “Sufism” or “Islamic mysticism” addresscs
the issue of experiencing God's presence in voluminous detail. Given
Sufism's prominence over history, this means that the path of finding
and perceiving God has been a preoccupation of countless Muslims
Carl Emst is expressing the consensus of specialists when he says,
“Islamic mysticism 1s one of the most extensive traditions of spiritual
ity in the history of religions. From its origins in the Prophet Muham-
mad and the Qur'anic revelation, the mystical trend among Muslims
has played an extraordinary role in the public and private development
of the Islamic faith.”" Here I will highlight a few themes in the primary
literarure. -

Let me begin by explaining why Sufism rather than any other form of
Islamic leaming provides the most detailed expositions and analyses ol
the soul’s awareness and perception of God. From earliest times it was
clear to Muslims that the Quran addresses a great variety of issues that
can be subsumed under the word “religion” (din), a term that was com
monly used to designate Islam as a whole or, with a modifier, other
traditions such as Judaism and Christianity. Before the nineteenth cent ury
al-din, “the religion,” was used in Arabic more commonly than al-isiam,
“the submission.” How the word was understood is encapsulated in a
famous saying of Muhammad explaining that the religion brought by
the Quran differentiates three dimensions of human engagement with

" From the preface o Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism, p. 1. For the best survey of the

Jidd.._thau;h far from comprehensive, see Knysh, Sufism, For a fine appreciation of
Sufi literature, see Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam.
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God: practice and ntual, faith and understanding, and beautification of

{slam has no priesthood, so the transmission of the religion was the
task of the ‘ulama’, the “knowers” ar *|es rned,” that is, scholars recog-
nized by their communities as having the competence 1o speak with
authority. These ulama gradually developed several fields of leaming,
each field focusing on one of the religion’s three dimensions; only the
most outstanding scholars were able to integrate all three dimensions
into a coherent vision of the whole. Setting down the details of right
practice became the specialty of experts in jurisprudence |figh]. They
devoted their efforts to codifying the Shariah (literally, “the broad
p:th"}, a word that was commonly employed for the instructions about
do's and don’ts found in the Quran and the Hadith. Because the jurists
dealt with law, they tended to form links with the ruling powers of the
day, and other scholars olten cnrticized them for their worldly inclin-
ations. Given the political orientation of modern institutions, it should
come as no surprise that most ulama who play prominent roles in
contemporary Islam have little religious knowledge other than
junsprudence.

The religion’s second dimension, faith and understanding, became
the specialty of three groups. Scholars of Kalam [dogmatic tht'fﬂﬂglr'|
used the tools of intellect or reason [ ‘agl) to clarify the Quranic depic-
tion of God and explain his exact relationship with his human servants.
Scholars of philosophy (falsafe| also stressed the importance of intellect,
but they followed in the tracks of Aristotle and Plotinus in order to
deive into the mysteries of the Necessary Being and the human soul.
Although the secondary literature has usually purnrgf:d the pfulﬂy‘;p.
phers as scientific types with little patience for religion, their 1mpa-
tience was not with faith and understanding, but rather with the
strident efforts of both jurists and theologians to impose their own
versions of orthopraxy and orthodoxy on everyons _t']“- _ b

As for scholars of Sufism, they left the codification of the H:.m: din
the jurists, the delineation of dogma to the Kaam fﬂﬁ;ti 'tm~u:it:;
appropriation of ancient wisdom to the phllﬂ:-'*ﬂl"-*hﬂ_ﬂ' Il w; -t::aliz-
instead on becoming truly human, that is, on d1§uuvtrltlﬂ .12 Iﬂ: S
ing the divine beauty within onesell. Like the philosophers, Suh

: nan “soul”
explicitly at overcoming the {;}tgl.:tfuim:s:-. endemic to the hur

Muslim scholars to delineate the

" [ am referring to che Hadith of Gabriel, often cited by e tis R e

three realms of engagement with God. I-'.ur-.:n analysis
see Murata and Chittick, The Vision of Islam
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or “self” (the same word m:_f::lis used in both 5’3“!‘?5}: LILE them they
offered broad overviews of reality rooted in metaphysics (ilah; Vyat, “the
divine things”’) while descnbing lhf:* human soul as a m.n: FOCOST
created in the “form” [siira) of God. God, as the possessor of “the mog
beautiful names” (Quran 7:180}, 18 "the most beautiful Creator” |Quran
23:14) who “formed you and made your forms i:'rt";illl'l.flll'[ Quran yogy
64:3). Both Sufis and philosophers held that the soul’s original diyipe
form, created in the “most beautiful stature” (Quran g5:4), corresponded
perdectly with God and the macrocosm. The soul, however, had faj)ep,
out of balance because of forgetfulness and the misuse of free will < 5
needed purification and rectification. In contrast to the early philgse

phers, Sufi teachers did not neglect the religious rules and theologica
dogma. They considered them instead prerequisites for beaut tying the
soul.*

Both philosophers and Sufis differentiated between two basic sorre
of knowledge, using the generic word ilm. The first sort is “transmit
ted” {ﬂﬂ{Hﬂ, that 15, handed down b}-’ sOC1ety; 1t includes prm:“f--:-,][-,.-
everything we know or think we know - language, culture, sCripture
dogma, law, science. The second sort is “intellectual ” | agli). It can only
be actualized by discovering it within oneself, even if it can be described
in transmitted terms; examples include mathematics and metaphysics.
Once acquired, intellectual knowledge is self-evident, which is to say
that knowers cannot deny the truth that they find in their own souls,
Sufi teachers often distinguished between these two sorts of knowledge
by calling the first 'ilm in the sense of leamning acquired from others and
the second ma 'rifa or "recognition.” In the standard descriptions, leam
ing is acquired by hearsay and imitation ltaqlid), while recognition is
gained by realization tahqiq), which is actualization of the soul’s poten
tal by perceiving the truth |haqq) and reality (hagiga) of the scli, the
universe, and the Real (g I-hagq).*

When the Quran is read

) : with attention to the second and third
dimensions of the religion

- faith and beautification of the soul - 1t 1s

obvious that the book highlights perception of the world and the soul
These two — world and self, or macrocosm

what the Quran calls the “signs
reality of their Creator. Repeat

and microcosm -- display
" |dyat) of God, all of which signify the
edly the Quran asks its readers to heed

3 Dﬂ- B
Fﬂﬂ!l::dcﬂ.{mmm.! goals of philosophy and Sufism, see, for example, Zargar, T

* On i e
Cmmm‘hc -tntupl;,.. between the two sorts of knowing, see Chittick, Science of the

rraditional fslam Iz7

lh‘: H,lﬂrl.q “I[I !]IL. L'-ll!]l are Hrj_’lri‘-". I:I|' ti]rl""ul._' 1.|.Ir”i-|

certamty, and in vour
souls. What, do you not see? (sr20-211 It

rebukes them for not
employing their seeing, hearing, understanding. and witnessing 1o per

and wath them
they have eyes but do not see with them they hav

e ears hut do not
hear with them” {7:170]. I pays close attention to the soul's diverse
H“"h“[c_ﬂ and character itails -'.'.'I-'f:-,'lﬂ.'fli' praising the heautiful and
condemning, the ugly. Some forms of (Juran commentary
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undertaken by specialists in every school of thought interpreted many

verses as allusions (ishdrat| to the manner in which the soul ex

| ';'-..-.r--\.'-rl" ey

the divine presence while climbing the ladder toward realization

contributed to the development of an extensive literature on whar

be called “"r['llrltll.il NSy hology. ™ the zual of which was to pr

B

roadmap for beautification and realization. Philosophers like Avicenna
|,d_ 1037) followed Greck models in writing books on tim al-nafs, “the
knowledge of the soul,” and akhlag, “cthics,” though the literal mean
ing of this latter word s “character traits.” The J‘h”“"‘r'f‘hﬁﬁ_ Soigened
the soul a potential intellect in need of training and discipline so that
it could find its innate intellectual hight and act accordingly.” Many
of them held that their final goal was achieving “similarity to God”
(al-tashabbuh bi'l-ilah) or “deiformity” (ta alluh, from the n'.-=|rT1n.' oot s
Allahl. Sufis agreed with the philosophers in their ﬁ““*—'“*l_ evaluation ol
the soul’s need for transformation, but they drew most of their termin
ology and practical instructions from the (Quran, the Hadith, and the
lives and sayings of the saintly forbears. Fired: i
Many important works by Suli tead e Bave ech ”.mL?‘.lLr. nm
European languages. Readers will quickly sec that these 'n..m;. 5 I:ILLLHI.]_-I -
the achievement of first-hand, realized L;nnw]cﬂtr rather Lh‘”'-h"
tT'E]'!].-'II'!TI'll.ﬂ” of dogyma or law. 1 heir authors otten Il_[f'.l.,_-.]_-.-:_-._] ”:__E:
scholars {or not understanding that transmitied EDOWISES B4 e
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soul. Shams-i Tabrizi, the famous teacher of Rumi (d. 1273}, summed up
their perspective with these words:

Why do you study knowledge for the sake of worldly mouthfuls?
This rope is for people to come out of the well, not for them 1o go
from this well into that well.

You must bind yoursell to knowing this: “Who am 1! What
substance am II Why have I come! Where am 1 going? From
whence is my root? At this time what am I doing? Toward what
have I tumed my face?"”

John Renard has provided a long anthology of important early texts
delving into the nature of religious expenence in Knowledge of God in
Classical Sufism. He writes in his introduction that Sufi teachers
always made a distinction between ‘ilm and ma rifa. Trying to catch
the connotations of the latter word, he explains that the standard trans-
lation as gnosis is misleading. He chooses instead to render the word
variously as experiential knowledge, infused knowledge, intimate
knowledge, and mystical knowledge. It scems, however, that the best
way to catch the sense of ma'rifa 1s to translate it consistently as
recognition, which is its Quranic and everyday meaning. Translating
it in a variety of ways obscures the fact that one sort of knowing, is at
issue. Translating it as gnosis, which has no verbal form in English, has
led many scholars to ignore the word's frequent use in the carliest
sources. Its locus classicus is a famous saying ascribed to the Prophet:
“He who recognizes himself recognizes his Lord.” Constantly quoted
and glossed by Sufi teachers, this saying asserts that one will never
perceive God without perceiving one's own soul. Given the soul's
potential omniscience because of its divine form, in coming to know
itself the soul “re-cognizes” what 1t already knows. After all, Sufi
teachers like to remind us, God taught Adam “all the names” (Quran
2:30), and every one of us is Adam (=“human” in Arabic).

It should also be noted that the meaning of the important Quranic
term dhikr, “remembrance,” overlaps with that of ma 'rifa. When our
father Adam “forgot” (Quran 20:1715), God reminded him and he
remembered, and then God forgave him and appointed him vicegerent
in the earth. The Quran describes “reminder” (dhikra)l as the primary
function of the prophets, who were traditionally numbered at 124,000,
he_ﬁnningwith Adam and ending with Muhammad. Remembrance is

7 Chittick, Me o Rumi, p, 51.
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then the proper human response to a prophetic message, The book
frequently encourages dhikr, specifically dhikr Allah, “the remem-
brance of God,” as the cure for forgetfulness. Practically all Sufi teachers
inculcated the methodical practice of dhikr.

The most famous and influential of the numerous early books
differentiating between knowledge and recognition while detailing the
theory and practice of actualizing true human nature is the forty-
volume work of the renowned scholar Abii Himid al-Ghazali (d. 1111),
Bringing to Life the Sciences of the Religion (Ihya" ‘ulim al-din). The
title of this book, like the title of his Persian reworking of the text, The
Alchemy of Felicity |Kimiya-yi sa 'adat), points to self-recognition and
God-recognition as the raison d'étre of the transmitted sciences. “Rec-
ognition,” as one of the early Sufi teachers put it, “is the heart’s life
with God.”"

THE WORLDVIEW

The Islamic worldview was presented mythically mn the Quran and
Hadith and elaborated upon by generations of scholars. It was typically
explained in terms of three principles: the assertion of diﬂ_m: unity
(tawhid), prophecy (nubuwwal, and the return to God (ma'ad). Most
Muslims went no further in their knowledge of these principles than
memorized catechisms. The predominant methodologies of Kalam
meant that students of theology were trained in rational argumentation
rather than self-reflection and self-understanding. In a typical passage
from The Alchemy of Felicity, Ghazali differentiates among 1_.r;mm%|$
levels of understanding tawhid, putting the dogmatic theologians in
the same category as the common people. He des.u:nb:::.a the h:ghl:r_ sta :‘;m;
of asserting God's unity using the words witnessing tmus.fn;hur al,
togetherness (jam 1, and annihilation |fana 1, all three of which were
much discussed in Sufi literature.

The first degree of tawhid is that someone says with the tongue,
“There is no god but God,” but he does not believe it in the heart.
This is the tawhid of the hypocnte.

! a slightly

* Muhammad ibn al-Fagl (d. 931, as quoted by Q'm-hﬂl"“- *;Iu’:fr:.“'”;l h:'l:. L]';L:J:hc

different translation, see Knysh, Al-Qushayis .Epu:.!"t - m:lllail;r e MUTSES,
importance of the heart in the Quran and Islamic psychology £ ;

The Tao of Islam, chapter 10.
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The second degree is that someone believes its meaning in the
heart on the basis of imitation, like the common man; or on the
basis of some sort of evidence, like the Kalam expert.

The third degree is that someone sees by way of witnessing that
everything comes forth from one root, that there is no more than
one actor, and that no one else has any activity. This is a light that
appears in the heart, and witnessing 1s gained through this light.
This is not like the belief of the common person or the Kalam
expert, for belief [i'tigad| is a knot |‘ugda] tied in the heart by
means of imitation or evidence. But witnessing is an expansion of
the heart that unties all knots,

There are difterences between these three: one person convinces
himself to believe that the master is in the house because so-and-so
said he is in the house. This is the imitation of the common man,
wha heard it from his mother and father. Another person infers that
the master is in the house because the horse and servants are
standing by the doorway. This is like the belief of the Kalam
expert. The third person sees him inside the house by way of
witnessing., This is hike the tawhid of the recognizers. Although

this third tawhid is great in degree, its possessor still sees creation
along with seeing and knowing the Creator, and he knows that
creation comes from the Creator. So in this there is multiplicity
and manyness. As long as he sees two, he stays in dispersion and
does not have togethemess.

The perfection of tawhid is the fourth degree. The person sees
nothing but one. He sees and recognizes that all are one. Dispersion
has no way into this witnessing. This is what the Sufis call
“annihilation in tawhid.”®
In short, tawhid is the assertion that there is nothing truly real but

the Real (al-hagq) — a word that the Quran uses to designate not only

God himself, but also true, appropriate, and right along with the corres-
_pmding nouns. In several verses the Quran juxtaposes haqq with batil,
“unreal,” such as “The real comes, and the unreal vanishes away"
'.-[Qu“.ﬁ 17:81). Avicenna explains the theological meanings of hagg
mdb&nl in is Metaphysics: “By Its essence the Necessary Existence
15 the Real constantly, and the possible existence is real through some-
thing else, but unreal in itself. Hence everything other than the One

* Cited in Chutuick, Divine Love, pp. 416-17.
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Necessary Existence is unreal in itself "' In al-Magsad al-asna ["“The

furthest goal”), a commentary on the divine names, Ghazili follows the
same line of reasoning:

Everything about which a report may be given is either absolutely
unreal, absolutely real, or real in one respect and unreal in mmhf}
respect. That which is impossible by essence is the absolutely unreal.
That which is necessary by essence is the absolutely real. That which
is possible by essence . .. is real in one respect and unreal in another .
By this you will recognize that the absolutely real is the true existence
by its essence, and every real thing takes its reality from 1t."'

If I stress the notion ot tawhid - the assertion of the unique reality of
the Real — it is because the vast Islamic literature on the cultivation of
the inner life and the clanhcation of inner expenence cannot be con-
textualized unless we grasp that the authors had no doubt whatsoever
that the Real alone is real. When Sufi teachers contrast imitation with
“realization” - literally, the actualization of the Real - they are declar-
ing that the human soul can be completed and perfected only by estab-
lishing a firmly rooted awareness of the presence of the Real, not simply
by blindly following in the footsteps of those who have gone belore.
They recognized that everything other than the Real per se is unreal,
including all human perception and experience. They understood that
those who have “mystical experience” may indeed imagine that they
are seeing or tasting or witnessing or contemplating God per se, and
certainly Sufi poetry can often be read in such terms. But careful atten-
tion to the metaphysics and theology behind such statements shows
that Muslim scholars were perfectly aware of the caveats.

Rumi explains the point toward the beginning of his great epic ol
love, the Mathnawi: “If you pour the ocean into a pot, // how much will
it hold? One day’s store.”'* Junayd of Baghdad [d. 910], often considered
the founder of the explicitly Suli movement, put it this way: “The water
takes on the color of the cup.”'* Ahmad Sam ant (d. 1140}, author of a
masterful Persian commentary on the divine names that investgates
the diverse implications of finding God in the sell and the wlurid;
clarifies the issuc while explaining why Moses was denied the vision

"™ Avicenna, al-Shifd’, pp. 38-39 (my translatonl.
L]
" al-Magsaed al-asnd, ed. Fadlou Shehadt, p. 137
2 The Mathnowi, ed. R. A. Nicholson, bock 1, 1:':1!.-:: 200 |
'3 tbn al-‘Arabi often explains the meaning of this sentence In TEITS ot the soul's
cxperience of the Real. See, lor example, Chituck, Sufi Path of Konowledge. pp. ML

344, 368 |hercairer SPK)
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of God at Mount Sinai (Quran 7:143): “When He Iwﬂﬂ':*'s on you vision
of Himself, He will give it in the measure fﬂ YOUE Cyes' Capacity, not in
the measure of His majesty and beauty. This is why it has lmen. said, ‘He
spoke to Moses in respect of Moses. Had He spoken to Moses i respec:
of His tremendousness, Moses would have melted'.

The other two principles of faith - prophecy and the return to God -
also play major roles in describing the human situation and bringing
home the necessity of beautifying the soul. The principle of prophecy
asserts that God in his mercy sent prophets to remind people of their
true nature and guide them to their ultimate felicity (sa ‘ada). The third
principle then explains the necessity of preparing for death and resur.
rection, events which pertain to the “compulsory return” undergone by
everyone. The Tarigah (tarigal — the “narrow path” followed by the
Sufis - was often called the “voluntary retumn,” for its goal was to return
to God before death.

Sufi teachers modeled their descriptions of the Tarigah on accounts

of the mi'rdj or "ladder” of Muhammad, that is, his “night journey”
|isra’), dunng which he ascended up through the seven heavens, then on
to hell, paradise, and finally into the Divine Presence (commentators
find reference to the event in Quran 17:1 and s3:1(f)."° In some
accounts of the path, like the famous poem of Fand al-Din “Auar
(d. 1221}, Mantiq al-tayr |“The language of the birds”), there are seven
preliminary stages corresponding to the seven heavens traversed by
Muhammad. ‘Attar describes them as seven mountains that the birds
must fly over in order to reach their king, the Simurgh or “phoenix.” Of
the many birds that undertake the journey, only “thirty birds” -
si murgh - reach the end, discovering that they themselves are identical
with the Simurgh. ‘Attar explains the mountains as character traits of
the perfected soul, namely seeking love, recognition, unneediness,
tawhid, bewilderment, and poverty.*

Most descriptions of the ascent to God provide a larger number ot
stages, such as 40, 100, oreven 1,001. In each case the author’s goal is to
guide seekers in navigating the uncharted realms of their own souls.
People need such guidance because, as remarked by the Andalusian sage

Ibn ‘Arabi {d. 1240) - called the “greatest teacher” by the Sufi tradition -

EE | m Rw 'ﬂ',r Eht Spm“; P 19. mg'ml mlﬂ-‘“’-ll
y. 'Ih:p-um‘hh influence of the detailed Islamic accounts of this joumey on Dante's
Divine Comedy has been discussed

: by historians since the 1919 book of Palacios, Lo
Escatologia musulmana en la Diving Cormnedia.

‘ ]
| ﬁmmﬁtmm English partly or wholly several times, beginning
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“The soul 1s an ocean without shore, so knowledge of it has r
In Bringing to Life the Sciences of the Religion, Ghazali discusses the
ascending stages of the Tarigah as beautiful character traits (mahasin al-
akhldg) that are innate to the soul's divine form but concealed by
forgetfulness. In his commentary on the divine names he points out
that seekers of God should strive “to become characterized by the
character traits of God” (al-takhallug bi-akhlag Allah), traits that are
designated by God’s most beautiful names. Ihn *Arabi says that becom-
ing characterized by God's character traits is equivalent to the philo

sophical goal of similanty to God and provides 2 nutshell description of
Sufism."””

ir J#

10 end.,

The best known of the early accounts of the Tarigah is the Risala or
“treatise” by Abu'l-Qasim al-Qushayri [d ro72) from Nishapur.'® He
devotes a good deal of the book 1o delineating the “states” (ahwall and
“stations” [magamat) expenienced by travelers on the path. States are
temporary alterations of awareness that should be accepted as divine
gifts but otherwise ignored, lest they divent seekers from the goal. Like
most authors, he depicts them in pairs because of their constantly
changing, yin-vang nature: contraction and expansion, awe and intm-
acy, gathering and dispersion, annihilation and subsistence, absence and
presence, sobriety and drunkenness, varicgation and stability, proximity
and distance. Their complementarity reflects the two basic modes of
perceiving the Real: God as transcendent and God as immanent. These
two perceptions were commonly deseribed in terms of the contrasting
divine attributes of wrath and mercy, or majesty and beauty, or seventy
and gentleness, or justice and bounty, always with the understanding
that, as the Prophet put it, “God’s mercy takes precedence over His
wrath."*"

As for the “stations,” these were understood as permanent charac
ter traits actualized by the soul during its climb on the ladder of realiza-
tion. Qushayri offers forty bmef chapters describing them in roughly
ascending order. Among them he lists repentance, stnving, seclusion,
scrupulosity, renunciation, silence, tear, hope, sadness, humility,

e J!-F‘tﬂuhd! III| ”r_:\-;';k"}'u', \"I'|; “'I P 131 :Lm 35 quull.‘l'] 4 ] ‘.'lph. Tah
LL]
SPK 281 : _
* The best of the three available translations nto English s that of Knysh, Al
Qushayri's Eprstle o =
' {n The Tao of Islam Murata quotes many Sufis and philosophers to show how they

s IvErse, FOF
understood this divine complementanty as retlected i the spul and the un

: R b God in
a §o0-page rwelith-century text that Jescribes the sonl 'i :hllr.-;l_-,::irl':l.';ril wil {
s o e & .
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contentment, trust, gratitude, certainty, paltience, }watchiulness,
approval, sincerity, truthfulness, shame, and chivalry. His contempor-
ary in Herat, 'Abdallih Angin (d. 1088), wrote two classic depictions of
one hundred stations on the path; one in Arabic and one in Persian,
Adding a good deal of subtlety to his books, he explained that each of the
character traits he describes has three ascending levels, a tripartite
scheme that correlates with the distinction drawn by Sufi teachers
among three basic types of wayfarers: the common, the elect, and the
elect of the elect.

Philosophy and Kalam always remained clite enterprises, but
Sufism attracted people from all walks of life and became by far the
most popular form of leaming. It made available to all Muslims the
means of intensifying their engagement with God on the basis of
the prophetic model. As noted, the most prominent of the practices
stressed by the Sufi teachers was dhikr, the remembrance, mention, or
invocation of God's names, a practice firmly grounded in the Quran, the
Hadith, and the developed Islamic worldview.*' Histonans and anthro-
pologists have often remarked on Sufism'’s use of invocation and other
techniques to provide the general populace with religious experience,
though they have sometimes missed the fact that such activities give us
a better picture of mainstream Islam than do the writings of the jurists

and theologians, a point that Shahab Ahmed stresses in his book What
is Islam! He writes, for example,

The histonical preoccupation of Muslims with the exploration of
the meaningful 1s evidenced by the prolific social practice of the
Sufi sama’ - literally, “auditon” — those personal and collective
Efltl’l‘.'.iﬁtﬁ of Sufi existential experience that were performed at any
time, but especially in public on Thursday evenings in khangahs
and at Sufi shrines throughout the Balkans-to-Bengal complex [the
most well-known example of which, today, is the whirling of the
dervishes of the order of Mawlana Jalal-ud-Din Rami), and through
which the Muslim sought direct, personal, subjective somatic taste
(dhawg) of the Divine in a private domain of knowledge beyond the
prescribed forms of correctness **
Many Western scholars have associated Sufism with folk religion,
ﬂftmfmaemns that it also provided the most elite and sophisticated
teachings of the tradition. Thn 'Arabi was called the “greatest teacher”

** Ahmed, What Is Islam!, p. 286, '

e
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precisely because of his unparalleled mastery and synthesis of
metaphysics, theology, cosmology, spiritual psychology, principles of
jurisprudence, and jurisprudence. Drawing from the most erudite
expressions of the developed schools of learning, he tied everything back
to specific Quranic verses and hadiths. Indeed, though he does not have
a separate commentary on the Quran (unlike hundreds of other
scholars), the depth and profundity of his explanations of the sacred
text were unprecedented. The fact that his tomb in Damascus is still a
place of pilgrimage tor people from all walks of life reminds us of his
saintly reputation.

One of the qualitics that set Tbn "Arabi apart from most other
teachers was his analysis of religious experience, both in terms of his
own personal unveilings (kashf), witnessings (shuhid), tastings
([dhawq), findings (wujid|, and visions (ni'va), and in terms of the
theoretical explanation ot the status of the non-ordinary cognitions
called by such names. In his voluminous and non-repetitive works, he
remarks in passing or describes in detail manyv experiences that he
underwent, beginning with a massive opening (futih) when he was
barely into his teens. By his own account, as reported to a disciple,

I began my retreat at the first light and reached opening before sunrise.
Alfter that I entered the “shining of the full moon® and other stations,
one after another. 1 stayed in my place for fourteen months, Through
that I gained all the mysteries that I put down in wnting after the
opening. My opening was a single attraction at that moment.™’

In one of his many references to this opening, he wntes, “Everything
1 have mentioned after it in all my speech is simply the differentiation
of the all.inclusive reality that was contained in that look at the
One Reality.”** He called his magnum opus “The Meccan Openings”
lal-Futithdt al-makkivya) precisely because it describes knowledge that
was opened up to him, without any exertion or secking on his part,
during his pilgrimage to Mecca in the year 1202. He explains this in the
book's preface, where he also provides the full title (notice the use of the
word ma rifa)l: The Treatise of the Meccan Openings: On RKecogmzing
the Secrets of the Master and the K ingdom.**

* SPK, p. xili.

4 Futohat It 548.14 (SPK, xav)

% One of Ibn 'Arabi's contemporanes, Hu;bu_
remarkable visions of God’s presence in Kds
The Unveiling of Secrets: Diazy of @ Sufi Master.

hin Bagli from Shiraz, describes his own
hif al-asedr, translated by Carl Emst as
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IMAGINATION'S OMNIPRESENCE

The orientalist Henry Corbin (d. 1978) performed a great service 1o
lslamic studies by bringing to light the importance of a number of
philosophers and Sufis who had been relatively ignored by Western
scholarship. In Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi and
other books, Corbin used the tools of phenomenology to stress the
importance of imagination and to analyze encounters with the unseen
worlds described by Ibn ‘Arabi and others.*® In doing so, however, he
tended to extract the teachings from their metaphysical and cosmo.
logical context. More interesting, perhaps, is Ibn ‘Arabi’s own analysis
of imagination's role in human cognition, a role that can help us under-
stand the necessarily ambiguous nature of all expenence, religious or
otherwise,

In Islamic thought everything that exists in any respect whatsocver
can be divided into two sorts: God and other than God, or the Real and
the unreal, In explaining these two, Tbn ‘Arabi often has recourse to the
notion of “self-disclosure” [tajalli), a term drawn from the Quran’s
account of Moses at Mount Sinai (7:143), where God “disclosed him
self” not to Moses, but to the mountain, shattering it to dust. Many
teachers before Ibn ‘Arabi had used the term to designate the contingent
reality of the universe. Even Avicenna, who preferred abstract, non-
Quranic terms when discussing the Necessary and the possible, found
the term “self-disclosure” congenial in his explanation of the divine
love that drives all existent things to their final goals:

Each of the existent things loves the Absolute Good with an innate
love, and the Absolute Good discloses Itself to Its lovers. Thenr
receptions of Its self-disclosure and their conjunctions with It
“however, are disparate. The furthest limit of proximity to It is the
reception of Its self-disclosure in reality, I mean, as perfectly as
possible. This 15 what the Sufis call “unification.” In Its
munificence, the Good loves that Its self-disclosure be received.

Then the things come into existence by means of Its self-
disclosure.*”

_ Tbn ‘Azabi often explains why “the existent things” ~ which are
W’ “pots” and Junayd's “cups” - have disparate receptions of the
Absolute Good's self-disclosure. The multiplicity of the things goes

% Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibr ‘Atabt
‘From the last chapter of Risdla fill. ishq, translated in Chittick, Divine Love, p- 254-

N
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back to the Necessary Being, whose self-awareness comprehends all
beings and all becoming. Given that God in his eternity “knows all
things,” as the Quran says repeatedly, he plays no role in determining
their quiddities ~ they are what he knows them to be, always and
forever. He simply issues the command “Be!” to their fixed thingness
#His only command, when He desires a thing, is to say to it ‘Be!” and it
comes to be” [Quran 36:82)."" In respect of their inherent nonexistence
the things known ecternally by God are unreal, but in respect of their
God-given existence in the world, they are real. It follows that each

thing is huwa la huwa, "He/not He” or “it/not it.” Each is itself

inasmuch as it negates the Real, but other than itself inasmuch as it

affirms the Real.

Ambiguity - the state of being it/not it - pertains to everything
other than God. Tt is a characteristic of khayal, a word that designates
hoth external images and intermal imagination. Whether we see an
image in a MIrFOr Or in OUr OWN minds, it is it/not it, which 1s 1o say
that it is itself in one respect and not itself in another. Hence the entire
cosmos can be called imagination, for it is the sum total of the possible
things, which are images hanging between the Necessary Existence and
absolute nonexistence. As Ibn “Arabi puts it in one passage,

Everything other than the Essence of the Real is in the station of
transmutation, speedy and slow. Everything other than the Essence
of the Real is intervening imagination and vanishing shadow. No
created thing remains in this world, the hereafter, and what s
between the two, neither spint, nor soul nor anything other than
God - I mean the Essence of God - upon a single state; rather, it
undergoes continual change from form to form constantly and
forever. And imagination is nothing but this ... So the cosmos
only became manifest within imagination. [t 15 imagined in itselt.
So it is it, and it is not it.™”

Following in the line of the Quran and Muslim thought j.",f.'l'l.l.fl'.‘lﬂj-’,
Ibn ‘Arabi subdivides this realm of divine self-disclosure, which he
sometimes calls “nondelimited imagination,” inlo three worlds. N},DH
intense in divine attributes and intelligible luminosity 1s “heaven” or
the spiritual world, home of angels and djﬁ.r:ngngcd intellects. L?::si_
intense is “earth” or the realm of corporeality and sense perception.

- o 1 L gy I
3% On the immutable Rxity of things, scc, 10¢ example SPK, 83-89, 297-30
w Futghat 2:313.17 (SPK, 1181,
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Standing between heaven and earth 1s t‘hE World of Ima gination, 3 e alm
that is both spiritual and bodily, or neither one nor the other.

The human microcosm, m‘l‘,ﬂtﬂd in the torm ol God PEr se, Mirroge
the macrocosm, so each individual human being has a three-leye] Strug.
wure: luminous spirit, dark body, and in-between soul. The Spirit s
characterized by an intensity of divine attributes, for it is the direc
manifestation of the divine light. The body is qualified by exceedingly
weak reverberations of the same attnibutes, so weak that they cay |y,
called by the names of their opposites. The spirit is alive, knowing
desiring, powerful, speaking, hearing, seeing, and so on down the Iu-.;
of God's ninety-nine names, while the body is dead, ignorant, apathetic
weak, mute, deaf, and blind. The body’s life does not belong to the .:l;,.;-
substratum, but to the intermediate level of soul. The soul is then an
image of both spirit and body, a never repeating self-disclosure of ()
Real hanging between light and darkness. It remains in a constant sy
of flux;, pulled upward by the light of the spirit and downward by the
darkness of clay. To use Rumi’s imagery, the soul is an angel’s .wing
M.l a donkey’s tail, its destiny to be determined by which of the
two sides predominates °

In terms of the cosmology and psychology formulated by philosa
phers and Sufis, the first two dimensions of the religion — practice and
faith — prepare the ground for the third dimen sion, beautifying the soul,
In other words, the goal of life is to intensify the light of the spirit and
l::lrmma:_ﬂm darknf;uf ﬁﬂ body, always with God’s help. Once the

3 OMES aware ol 1tsell, it experiences the ongoing self-disclosures
:u.lﬂim Real, but these self-disclosures are shaped and colored by the
£ u:d?: f::;;“ﬂ? T-hﬁlﬁmll's &EPFlldEnCE on the body will disappear,
mmﬂ.cm St Lf: ystage of its dt:v?lﬂpmr.m does it need eyes to
Dty 45 We witness already in dreams. The great philoso.
]‘.tthMulli S""‘fﬁ 1d. 1640} provides extensive analyses of the soul's
;?I l.mﬂ,“ 1;:‘“'*“&5 iﬂlﬂ“-’ SHEES of recognition and realization.
5 Hﬂlmy g P‘““F;T Tndﬁﬂt Gfl ]?ﬁvt?rim aph::_:lrism.r,::Thr :-:nl;l
Trtinseyatial _h‘“ dﬁm:h e a::;.rbl:;qa 1-::1 subsistence” (al-nafs
%Tmmh:‘:z::;ﬂzﬂ:s ﬂiH:}n_ut He, !hn 'Arabi says lhﬂl.
lesignates . » Yor “God is the light of the heavens

i _:.." ﬂ_l]_ _:IE.I ‘hhul!'-h volume of Mulls Sadrd’s Magiium opus, ksl alarila
Spiritual Psychology: The Fourth

{"The ik
{ Emlﬂmy: I translated by L. Peervani as
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and the earth” [Quran 24:35). “Not He”
nonexistence. All perception (idrak) t
light in darkness, for ne '
itself.

then designates darkness or

_ akes place through the presence of
ither light nor darkness can he perceived in

Were it not for light, nothing whatsoever would be perceived, neither

object of knowledge, nor sensory object, nor imagined object. The

names of light are diverse in kecping with the names set down for the
faculties. The common people sce these as names of the faculties.
but the recognizers see them as names of the light through which
perception takes place. When you perceive sounds, you call that light
“hearing.” When you perceive sights, you call that light “secing.”
When you perceive objects of touch, you call that light “touch.” So
also is the case with objects of imagination. Hence the faculty of
touch is nothing but light. Smell, taste, imagination, memory,
reason, retlection, conceptualization, and everything through
which perception takes place are nothing but light

As for perceived things, if they did not have the preparedness to
receive the perception of the one who perceives them, they would
not be perceived. First they possess manifestation to the percerver,
and then they are perceived. Manifestation is Light. Hence every
perceived thing must have a relationship with light through which
it gains the preparedness to be perceived, so every known thing has
a relationship with the Real, and the Real is Light. "

PERCEIVING THE REAL

To perceive anything at all is to perceive the Real’s seli-disclosure, tor
there is nothing else to perceive. As Ghazali often says, “There is
nothing in existence but God.” Why people perceive and experience
God in E‘l]{.”l'.'ﬂf:ii}" diversc Ways gOUs back to a host of factors. One is that
“Self-disclosure never repeats itself,” which means that the manifest-
ation of the One 1s always one and unigque. As Avicenna put it, the
things’ have disparate receptions of the Absolute Good when 1t d.isclmrs.,
itself. In other words, the Infinite One gives rise to an infinity of ones. I
W im;j,ging: a boundless Sphﬂﬂ.‘ whose center 15 the One, every point

" Futdhdt 10 27632 (SPK, 214/
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within the sphere will be the center’s reflection, but dilferent from
every other point because of its coordinates.

The ability to recognize what we actually perceive goes back to ouy

cups’ receptivity, the importance of which Ibn 'Arabi often explains, Iy
one long passage he uses the analogy of a king to suggest why ignorance

prevents people from seeing God, despite the fact that, “Wherever yoy
turn, there is the face of God” (Quran 2:115].

God proportioned the human configuration ..., then “He blew into
him of His spirit” [Quran 32:9]. At that there became manifesy
within him a soul governing the frame. It became manifes:
through the form of the frame’s constitution, so the souls became
tanked in excellence, just as the constitutions are ranked in
excellence. In the same way, sunlight strikes diverse colors in
glass and gives forth lights that are diverse in color, whether red,
yellow, blue, or something else, in keeping with the color of the
glass in the view of the eye. The diversity that arrives newly in the
light denves only from the locus . .. The frames reccive governance
from these souls only in the measure of their preparedness .
Among the souls are the clever and the dull, in keeping with the
frame's constitution . .,

For example, when we see that a king takes on the form of the
commoners and walks among the people in the market such that
they do not recognize him as the king, he has no weight in their
souls. However, when someone who recognizes him encounters
him in that state, the magnificence and measure of the king come
to abide in his soul. Hence his knowledge of the king leaves a trace

in him, so he honors him, shows courtesy, and prostrates himseli
before him.*}

In short, the soul's preparedness for perception and understanding deter
mines what it experiences. Few people have enough recognition of their
own souls to differentiate among the three basic levels of perception -
the sensory, the imaginal, and the intellectual (or spiritual). Except in
Tare m.- exemplified by the prophets and the friends of God
{ __T__:__“'?l]} all “significant” perceptions fall short of the spiritual realm
ﬂl‘l}:ﬁmﬂthﬂ to the imaginal realm, which is neither spiritual nor

¥ Futiliat 3:554.6. For the whole passage, see Chittick, The Self.Disclosure of Cod,
PP. 325-26.
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A good deal of Sufi literature addresses how
darkness in the ambiguous, imaginal
tical experiences - unveilings,

to discern light from

realm of perception, Most mys-
L‘ﬂntt:mplatinns, VISIOns, t
nitions - take place in the soul, the microcosmic world
On the macrocosmic level, the Warld of Imagination
intermediary beings that are neither angels nor human, beings that are
generally called “jinn.” The Quran asserts that they were created from
“firc,” which combines the spirit’s light with clay’s darkness. Satan
himself is a jinn, which explains in Islamic terms how he could have
disobeyed God, given that the Quran says that angels - who are created
of light -~ cannot disobey the divine command. Since the soul is inter.
mediate and "Hery” by nature, it is innately inclined to receive the
deceptive and flickering luminosity of the imaginal realms, A saying
of the Prophet points out that the jinn have access to human souls:
“Satan runs in the blood of every child of Adam.” About Satan the
Quran says, “He sees you — he and his tribe - from where vou see them
not” (7:27). So no one should be surprised that the texts frequently stress
the dangers of attempting to navigate the ocean of the soul without a
qualified guide, who is traditionally called the “shaykh,” that is, the
clder or teacher. His authority derives from having had his advancement
on the path ritually confirmed by his own shaykh. In all formalized Sufi
orders - of which there have been and still are hundreds - the chain of
transmitted authority goes back to the Prophet, who embodies the
divine guidance revealed in the Quran.

Sufi literature often wams about thinking that “mystical
experience” is by definition a good thing, or, far worse, that it delivers
its recipient from the obligation to follow the Quran and the Prophet.
Some authors wrote books describing the perils faced by those who
allow their visions to hold sway. The great twelith-century master
Ruzbihan Bagli {d. 1209], for example, wrote a Persian treatise called
Ghalarar al-salikin, " The errors of the way{arers.” He notes that among
the errors of the weak is that “They cnter the world of imagination and
see images, but thev fancy that this is unveiling.”** Ibn “Arabi fre-
quently discusses the perils faced by the soul when it is exposed to the
unseen realms.?* A Persian treatise attributed to his disciple Sadr al-Din
Qunawi (d. 1274) puts the issue in a nutshell:

astings, recog-
of imagination,
is the realm of

" Risalat al-quds wa Risdla-yi ghalatat al-silikin, ed. Nurbakhsh, p. 94.
¥ See, for example, chapter 17 of SPK, “The Pittalls of the Path.’
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Whenever a recognizer and traveler finds something shining down forever in whatever form He discloses Himself. He neve
rom the horizon of Heaven's Kingdom on the tablet of his heart, he disclosing Himsell in the forms | )
must compare it with the Book of God. If it agrees with the Book, he
should accept it; if not, he should pay no l.'l.tt‘l:.!. Then he should continuously ... The recognizers never cease witnessing nearness
compare it with the Sunnah of the Messenger. hkcorespondsito], | continuously, since they never cease witnessing forms within
he should judge it to be true; if not, he shnu.ld ta_ki: no further action. | themselves and outside of themselves, and that is ;
In the same way he should also compare 1t with the consensus of ' sell-disclosure of the Real ®

the ulama and the shaykhs of the Community ... For, the errors of

_ r ceases
_ | of His servants continuously, so
the servant is with Him wherever He discloses Himself

1$ nothing but the

this path have no end, because the signs on the horizons and in the

souls become confused in formal and supraformal unveilings. No | THE PATH OF LOVE

one is saved from the clashing waves of the oceans of the signs :

except the masters among His sincere servants - and how few they Most 5uﬁ masters have faught 1:!1;11:r love pr.wide.-s the motive force for

are! Hence, except in 1are and exceptional cases, one cannot avoid recognizing onesclf and finding God's self-disclosure in the soul and the

the need for a shaykh who is a wayfarer, a truth-teller, and a ' w'_:'r]d‘ Th::}' mmmm‘..nly c?“"a’“':d the cold abstraction of rationality

realizer. “He who has no shaykh has Satan for his shaykh” is the “’“_h love’s }Iﬂflﬁfﬂﬂmﬂg firc. As _]-h]m:i put it, when a philosopher like

allusion of the king of the recognizers, Abu Yazid Bastami.** Avicenna tried to d‘fi"’ﬂ into the divine mysteries, he became “an ass on

ice.” As for love, it “bums away everything except the everlasting

To summarize, both Sufism and philosophy pay a great deal of attention Beloved.”?” Many Sufi teachers held that poetry and song - by far the

to human experience of the Real, whether this takes place by means of |

most popular forms of literature in traditional Muslim societies - pro-
the external senses in the signs of the outside world, or by means of the

vided the ideal vehicle for conveying love’'s transformative power. Love’s

internal senses and intellect in the signs of the inside world. People can object, after all, is always beauty, and, as the Prophet put it, “God is
and do experience the Real, but they will not be able to understand what beautiful, and He loves beauty.” The imagery and symbolism of the poets
it is that they are actually experiencing without the discipline ol the ; provided the most effective means of describing the beauty of the divine
path. Tbn ‘Arabi reminds his readers of the Quranic statement that God : Reloved and stirming up love in the heants of seekers. The rational abstrac-
| 15 “with you wherever you are” (57:4). But, he remarks, “God did not tions of Kalam and philosophy tended rather to stress the indifterence of
say, ‘And you are with Him,' since the manner in which He accompan- | the Supreme, 'I'ranscendent Reality to puny human aspirations.
les us is unknown. He knows how He accompanies us, but we do not The goal of lovers is union {wisall, a point obvious from the every-
. know how He accompanies us. So withness is affirmed for Him in | day experience of “metaphorical love” | ‘ishq-1 majazil, which 1s love for
' relation to us, but it is negated from us in relation to Him.”*’ . anything other than the Real. Not that metaphonical love is a bad thing,
| : The Quran suggests that neamess |qurb) to God is the goal of the | for, as the well-known Arabic proverb puts 1t, “The metaphor is the
' | h“m quest. Ibn ‘Arabi explains what neamess has to do with the !. bridge to the reality,” and the reality is God. All metaphorical love
. } divine withness. ' prepares the way for loving God and achieving union with him. Junsts

and Kalam experts found the idea that people could obtain union with
God repellant and condemned such talk. but their objections never
prevented Sufi teachers from holding it up as their goal. Ibn ‘Arabi
explains what they meant by the term:

God says, “We are nearer to him than the jugular vein” (50:16),
thereby describing Himself as being near to His servants. But what
15 desired from “nearness’ is that it be the attribute of the servant.
The servant should be qualified as being near to the Real exactly as
the Real 1s qualified as being near to him. He says, “He is with you The Real is perpetually in a state of unton with created existence.
wherever you are” (57:4). The Men of God seek to be with the Real Through this He is a God . .. What takes place for the people of

» dﬁ;&&iﬁﬂhmﬂ-ﬁmﬂhhmm 55. W Futdhat 1 s58.27 (SPK, 36466
¥ Futihat 1l 583.10 [SPK, 364). " Cited in Chittick, Sufi Path of Love, pp. 264, 215
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! ' 1S1 d unveils

: mofgmruth;tGodpmthem vision an eils

ﬁdmfzm they witness this withness. This - that is, the

wﬂ er's witnessing—is what s called "union,” for the recognizey
has become joined to a Witnessing of the actual situation *®

The historical role of Sufism has everything to do with the fact that jy
brought the experience of God's presence int::l everyday life, an experi.
ence that was implicitly denied by the juridical and theological inter.
pretations of the religion, both of which stressed obedience to the
Shariah and blind adherence to the creed, The Sufi teachers turned their
attention instead to the divine love that infuses the universe and tends
10 be forgotten by calculating intellects. They read the Quran as a “love
letter,” as Shams-i Tabrizi put it.4* They saw that it affirms two basic
sorts of divine love, thereby providing the groundwork for all theory and
practice. The first sort is unqualified, for it asserts the reality of tawhid:
there is nothing real but the Real, so there is no beloved but God, no
lover but God, and no love but God. The Quran voices this love in the
verse, “He loves them, and they love Him" {Quran 5:54). God's love is
unqualified because he loves human beings eternally, and people’s love
for God is unqualified because they love God innately, whether or not
they are aware of the fact.

The second sort of love takes into account free will and the role of the
prophetic reminders. It invites people to tumn away from metaphorical
love and recognize their true Beloved. The king is walking among themn
the bazaar, but they have no way to recognize him unless they follow the
path of those who witness his presence ~ God's prophets and friends. The
path of following is summed up in the verse, “Say [O Muhammad!|: Tt
you love God, follow me: God will love you’” (Quran 3:31). When people
follow the Prophet and when God comes to love them with this second
kind of love, the fruit will be “union.” An explicit early statement of this
union is found in the most authoritative collection of Hadith and is
constantly quoted in Sufi literature. The Prophet narrated from God that
he says, “So much does My servant seek neamess to Me through super-
erogatory works that I love him. When 1 love him, I am his hearing, s0
he hears through Me; his eyesight, 5o he sees through Me; his tonguc, s0
he speaks through Me; his feet, so he walks through Me; his hands, so he
takes through Me; his heart, so he knows through Me 4>

** Futahat Il 480.12 {SPK, 365},
4! Chittick, Me & Rumi, p. 156.
** See Chittick, Divine Love, p. 427.
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