It's All in Your Imagination
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The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-
Arabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination by
William C. Chittick. State University of New
York Press, Albany, NY 12246, 1989; 478
pp.. $24.50 paper.

In a previous article in GNOSIS #7 in-
troducing the work of Ibn al-"Arabi, [ con-
cluded that “we are still waiting for a scholar
and writer who can make him accessible for
our generation.” From the scholarly side of
the equation, at least, Chittick’s Sufi Path of
Knowledge provides such access. It is both
the most detailed presentation of the work of
Ibn al-"Arabi to appear in the English lan-
guage and the easiest to read.

Apart from translations of a few of his
shorter works, all of the major studies of Ibn
al-'Arabi have, until now, been based on the
Fusus al-Hikam (The Bezels or Seals of
Wisdom). This work is the first to be based on
the Futuhat al-Makkiva, or Meccan Revela-
tions, a much longer work. (In the Arabic
original, the Fusus is only about 150 pages,
whereas the Futuhar runs to about 17,000
pages!) Chittick’s book includes the trans-
' lation of about 300 pages of Arabic text, as
well as an equivalent amount of introduction
and commentary.

As someone who has struggled with un-
derstanding the Fusus, | find that the trans-
lations in The Suft Path of Knowledge are
refreshingly clear and straightforward —
what a pleasure to be able to comprehend a
passage by Ibn al-'Arabi the first time [ read
| itthrough! SUNY Press also deserves a great
- deal of credit for the tasteful design of the
book, which reproduces a fine Persian min-
iature on the cover, and which presents the
text in two columns of type on each page,
shortening each line of text and making it
more digestible. Well-organized and well-
indexed, this is an approachable, handsome,
comprehensive, and affordable work.

The ideas of [bn al-' Arabi suggest many
parallels in the world of philosophy, psy-
chology, mysticism. and comparative reli-
gion. As a visionary author who gave rise to
a school of metaphysical thought and mys-
tical science —actually tomany such schools
— Ibn al-"Arabi makes use of a specific
technical vocabulary, the translation of which
is an all-important question. Most previous
translations have added an extra layer of
difficulty by attempting to translate Ibn al-
‘Arabi into the language of the Westemn
philosophical tradition. Yet, though even
Muslim scholars tried to systematize his
thought, [bnal-"Arabidid not write systematic
philosophy. He drew freely from philo-
sophical language, as he did from the language
of Scripture, to describe his own vision of a
universe of relations between the human
realm and the divine. To learn this language
and grasp what it describes requires a sharp
intellect, but even more a sharp imagination.

[bn al-'Arabi has already created his
language: his translator need not create it
again. But the translator who jumps too
quickly into telling us what this language
means in philosophical terminology keeps
us from leaming what it has to teach. Let us
take a term such as huwivyah, for example,
which is usually translated as the divine
“Ipseity™ — an abstract and unfriendly term
which serves to alienate readers untrained in
philosophy. Chittick avoids the needless
abstraction, giving us instead the literal
translation of the term, which is God's “He-
ness.” At one point [bn al-'Arabi describes
God's “He-ness" in terms of the “self-dis-
closure of the Essence.” The words are
carefully chosen — in Chittick’s English as
in the original — and yet the phrase reads
smoothly and the language makes sense.
Language need not be obscure to convey a
profound idea.

Chittick often includes the Arabic trans-
literation of important terms and seems to be
consistent in the English equivalents he as-
signs. Thus the reader gradually gains con-
fidence in mastering not only the basic vo-
cabulary, but the fundamental ideas it
I'Cpl'l!S!!I‘IlS.

But as pleased as [ am with Chittick's
general approach to translation, in one im-
portant case [ am very disappointed. He goes
along with previous authors who translate
insan al kamil as the “perfect man.” Yet the
term does not indicate a faultless or polished
personality so much as the ripened state of a
mature human being. I much prefer the term
“complete human being,” which is more in
keeping not only with the outlook of femi-
nism and of Jung, but also with the spirit of

Sufi teaching.

While Chittick avoids taking too much of
a philosophical approach, he tries to avoid
taking too much of a psychological approach
as well. He warns that “the tendency to
become transfixed by the multiple apparitions
of the One represents adanger. . . . [tisclear.
for example, that certain varieties of
Jungianism divinize the imaginal world [so
that] .. . we are left with polytheistic multi-
plicity, and the ‘gods’ are reinstated as real
entities possessing insuperable differences.”
Such an approach, Chittick says, “needs to
be tempered by more attention to the ultimate
Unity lying behind the theophanic facade of
created existence.” At the same time, he
wamns, we must “emphasize the essential
role which Ibn al-'Arabi accords to imagi-
nation.”

I would say that Chittick is quite right in
seeking 1o strike a balance in emphasis be-
tween imagination and Unity. Yet there is
another dimension to Chittick's approach:
his focus on the Islamic aspect of Ibn al-
"Arabi’s work. Personally [ have no problem
with the inclusion of materials which show
that, despite his profound universality, Ibn
al-"Arabi was adevout Muslim whoexpected
as much from his students. But there is an
aspect of Chittick’s approach that may con-
stitute a real limitation: His interpretations
tend to emphasize orthodoxy (in the literal
sense of rigorously “‘correct doctrine™) over
mystical insight.

We find a vivid example of this in
Chittick’s presentation of texts contrasting
the categories of obligatory and super-
erogatory Islamic prayers (that is, prayers
required of all the faithful as opposed to
those which are optional). He cites a fasci-
nating text in which Ibn al-'Arabi describes
“whatis called aknowledge of "tasting"" and
says, "L have tasted . . .and felt the burning at
the sensory level during my invocation of
Allah through Allah. There He was, and [
was not. [ felt my tongue burning up . . .
with a sensory, animate suffering in the
organ.”

Here we have a personal account of the
practice of dhikr Allah, the “remembrance of
God" in which Ibn al-'Arabi came to an
experience in which it was not he who was
witnessing God, but God who was witness-
ing “Himself"' through him. What I find most
remarkable about Chittick’s commentary is

that he ventures no interpretation of this |

experience at all. Instead he relates it dead-
pan, as if the only point of interest were the
classification of ritual practices which ac-
company this text. He informs us that "though
Ibn al-"Arabi declares that the neamess of

supererogatory works is possessed by the |
gnostics, the perfect men, and the Prophet |

himself, he states that the nearness of obliga-
tory works is higher.”
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There is an irony hidden here, since any

kind of spiritual exercise. like the one related |

above, would be considered an inferior, su-
pererogatory act. Is Ibnal-' Arabi pulling our
legs? Or does he actually mean that the
obligatory actof five prayers aday represents
something higher than the experience he has
just described? [bn al-"Arabi’s answer as
Chittick presents it is as follows:

Through supererogatory works. God is
the servant’s hearing and his seeing.
Through obligatory works, the servant is
the hearing and seeing of the Real. and by
this the cosmos is established.

Such a statement cries out for interpreta-
tion. which Chittick does not supply. [ would
interpret it to mean that when we approach
our spiritual practice not only as a quest for
God but as an act of divine service, we allow
forastabilization of the relationship between
Creator and creation to the point where “the
cosmos is established.” By ranking obliga-
tory practices higher than supererogatory
ones. [bn al-"Arabi would be pointing to this
higher level of service, while affirming the
value of conventional religious discipline
whatever one's level of attainment.

[cannotreally fault Chittick for choosing
to play the role of straight man as he relates
the quicksilver message of such a consum-
mate artist and gnostic as Ibn al-'Arabi.
Perhaps it is because Chittick has effaced
himself in relation to his source that he has
been able to translate so much of the output
of the “greatest shavkh™ of Sufism with such
grace. For this we should be grateful. Yet
there remains an unfinished task forothers to
pick up: to show what kinds of meanings we
seekers might find within The Sufi Parh of
Knowledpe. —Ya'qub ibn Yusuf
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DEPENDS ON YOU!

[} Your donations to the Lumen
[| Foundation (beyond the cost
of subscriptions, back issues,
or ads) are tax-deductible (ac-
cording to laws governing do-
nations to non-profit chari-
table organizations) and are
greatlyappreciated. Now, more
than ever, we need your assis-
tance to make ends meet.

Send your contribution today to:
The Lumen Foundation
P.O. Box 14217
! San Francisco, CA 94114
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The Star-Scape Singers |
Kenneth G. Mills ’

An a cappella setting for ten voices |

by Christopher Dedrick and Kenneth G. Mills

To trudy appreciate, enjoy and benefit from the tunal |
information. the sonic symbology. and the sheer magnificence. you
must bear it for vourself'” steven Halpern
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KGOC26 (real-time cass.), KGOD26 (2 CDs) ‘

Sun-Scape Records, ¢/o SOUND R*
PO. Box 151439, San Rafael, CA 94915 * Tel. 800-72-NEWAGE

NOW AVAILABLE ON COMPACT DISC

* $15-453-9800 |

A handcrafted collection of international religious and myth-
ological folk art enhanced by lore & legend . . . with carved
angels, Guadalupana. temple bells. jewelry. books & more.
Delight yourself with our free catalog! Send SI. postage.
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INITIATION
the Great Adventure of the
Western Mystery Tradition

/

A direct lineal descendent of the Golden Dawn offers a correspon-
dence course preparatory to training in Ritual Magic. Our goal is the
perfecting of our personalities to become fit vehicles for the cosmic flow
of healing, love and harmony.

The Fraternity of the Hidden Light
P.O. Box 5094, Dept. G., Covina, CA 91723
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