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nooK REVIEW S 

hnagin:11 \\ 'orlcb: lbn a l-' Ar.ibi and the Pro blem or Religious Dh er~ily 

liy II'. C. C/11rr,ck 
; 1//Jany: State U1111•ers11y of New \'ork, /994, 20.'J puges. 

I
hn al-r Arahi is acclaimed as tin: "gr ea le~l master" in Sufism. I l is grca 1ne~~-I 
think , lies in the way he combines contr ary i1kas with his notion or imagin:i· 

tiun. Fur cx:unpk. in his Tu'}umcin a/-A shll'dt/ he wri1es: 

My lunging sought the Upland and my affliction the Lowland 
... they arc two contraries which cannot meet; hence my 
disunion will ne\'er he repaired. Whal am I to do? Whal sha ll 
I devise? Sighs have risen aluh .inti tears ... -The camels, 
footsore from the journey, long for their homes and uller the 

plaintive cry of the rreni.ied lover. 

"Upland" here refers to the rea lm of the Divine; 1he higher reaches of the Divine 
throne, the place ol victory. "Lowland" refers to the realm of human s; the place of 
tlefcal. The ~e contraries can never he recom :ilcd ex.istcntially. Arc sighs and longings 
futile, then. m do the y serve some purpose ? lbn al-'Arabi teaches that human lung· 
i.ng expresses itself in the imagination of union/ reconciliation, just as camels footsore 
from a journey in the desert "reach" home through 1hcir "lohy thoughts" i.e. im· 
agination. In other words, although disunity is 1101 overcome existential ly, it can he 

overcome in thought. 
The importance of imagination is highlighted in the story or lhn al-r Arah1 s 

meeting ,..,;th Nil..im. a woman renowned for her beauty, eloquence and ascetici sm. 
lbn al.C Arabi seems 10 have longed fur an intimate friendship with her , but cou ld nut 
hope for the possibility of physical union owing 10 her ascetic way of life. He thus 
found 1hou!:(hllimagin:11ion as the vehicle uf "union". Thought, for him, was actuality; 
a slate prior lO actuality. II was perhaps this mc1hotlnlugy of uniun1harmony which l11.: 
applied to the Uplantl/Lowland poh:s. T hal is to say, although existential union of 
God with human s is not possible in the Reality of this life, it is possib le th rough 
Imagination (abo called volunlary death or ma111 irtidi); a point which lbn al-'Arahi 
emphasizes and which is well brought out by both I lcnry Corbin (Crcati, ·e Jma1,~11u• 

tio11) and William Chi11ick. 
Th ere i~ a se nse in which Chillick' s much largt:r and more compre hens ive work. 

Sufi Path of K1101vlct1i:e (wi1h its cxten~ive 1ranslations of passages from Futuhtit) is 
closely conm:ctcd to the vnlumt: undcr review, a collection uf essays wrillen between 
1984 and 1992 and edited alre sh for the purpo se of publication. In bis own words: 

In ... Sufi Path of K110ll'letlge, I prop osed that lhn aJ-' Arahi"s 
tea chings on l111aginatiun may suggesl 1hat sumelhing wa.s lost 
whcn 1he main~lrca111 i111clkc1ual 11adi1iun in the Wesl dis
missed Imagination as a faculty th ,ll can acquire real and 

,- ~ - L ---
\.l J l '1 - ' ~ ~ -

\ c,,'-j 



1111·. IIIJI II: IIN 

sii:11ilirnnl l.1111wk1l1:l·. My a11t·111pl in lhl· 1ul·s1·n1 h1111k lma.1:1 
1111/ 11 'ml,h is 111 :-.how how an umln sla111lin,: 111 lhc 1·rn,111i1· :11111 
c\'cn mclac.:n'imic 1111c 111 l111agi11ali1111 c,111 hdp slmlcnls 11r 
1cli1:i11n l11n1s 1111 i~sui;s lhal ,111· 1Tnl1al 111 th .. ,~u·al n1111-

111c111arial lrn1liti1111s l,111 kml 111 lit: p11sh1·1I a,i,lc in 111111k111 

M111.lics hccause of 1fo,i11ie1esl in lnrnginal Wmltls. 

In 111hcr word!', Chiltick's main ohjcctives in pulling together /111t1,:i1rnl Worltls arc: 

• lo develop llm al-c Arahi'i1 lcad1in~s on lma1:i11ali1111 in lhe 
conlcxt or the mm.lcrn prckrcm·c lor a scienlilic mclhml
ol111tY whid1 not only rc,lun·s lh-.ility lo tlu.. phcnumt·nal 
world, 11111 lriei. to umlcrslaml this llealily hy healing it as 
a machine wilh countlcsi. sqlilralc parts, which can he 
studied and defined by using reason; 

• lo show 11ml Imagination as a faculty can ac11uirc real and 
significant knowledge. 

I le tries to achieve these goals by: 

• expounding the human family or lmap.inalion in the light 
of the cosmic and mctacosmic I olc of lnmgin.llion; 

• expounding how and in what sense the knowledge thui; 
gained is real and signilk:1i11 for human existence on 
eailh - in the present casc, in the s11ccific conlcKI of 
rdigiuus 1livc1sily. . 

I lhvinusly, lhc ccnlrnl 11uesli11n the rea1kr tares is how the section on "Religious 
Divcri.ily" lits into Chillick's explication of lhn al.'Arahi's conce111 of human or 
n1smic Imagination. Whal has lmagi11ali1111 111 ,lu wilh "solving lhe prnhlcm" of rcli-
1:ious diversity'! 

We may say thal variety in religions rep1t·sen1s varinus epislemologies or ways or 
1 educing rational ur imaginal perceptions in111 dogmas, laws, 1heol11gici. ur, in 
< 'hi11it:k's terminology, "knnls". This naltnally results in cnnllicl, for each "knolling" 
is tlillcrent from lhc olhcr. This is why tliversily is perccivc,1 as a prohlcm. 
Chiuick, however, tries to show thal rcli1:i11us diversity is 11111 a prohlem. It is a 
way lhc Real "desires In hring ahoul human wholeness anti felicity." The purpose 
of "knolling" is to "e1.1ahlc humans lo move hum discquilihriurn 111 harmony, from 
111;111y Ill the One ... hum tlisperi;ion lo 1111i1y, hum ig1111,a111·c lo k11nwk1l1:c ... " 
.. Knullings" achieved through reason cn.ihle humans 111 urienl th1·111sch-cs toward 
lhc Real; lmaginalion enahlcs them lo 1110\·c hl·y,,nd cad, "knolling·• 1t1w,11d the go.ii 
nf Unity (the Real), the parlicular manilcstalion ,,r whit:h arc "knots" or hclicfs. 

There arc, thus, lwo hasie human oull1111ks: the lnldlcctual (rc11s11n) :11111 the 
l11111ili\c. These oricnlalinn:; aic conlrarics whicl• do nol seem pnssihlc 111 reconcile. 
< )ne leads lo the "knolling" of experience, the 01hcr lo "dis-knolling". The lnlcllec• 
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lual 111icnlali1111 dl'line., np1·1i1·111·1·, :u,cl 1hi111:s :111tl, in so tlnin~. alicnalt·s itscll' lrnm 
other ddinil ions 111 si111il.u 1hings :111tl l'lll'CI icnecs. II is cxdusi\·islie and, in the realm 
or religion, is comp:ucd with lhl· nt1·111al lmms ol rdigion which slant.I on their 0\\11 

"knollinr." vis-a-vis the parlkular nlhns (rdi1!i11n,;). II alli1111s di\'crsily in a ncf!ali\'e 
st·nst·; Iha! is, diversity is :1 piul,lrn, 111 he s11lw1I. Mud, nl lhe rci.ouu:cs or religious 
pc11plc arc Ihm; i.pt·nl in a1Tt111t1li111: lur lhc nislenc.:c ol olher religions. Ollen other 
religions arc hrnndcd as spm i1111s, needing t·11r1ec.:li11n 11r assimilalion. In c11nlrnsl, 
the Intuitive uricnlalion dues not ddine any1hing. II acc.:epls amhi\·alencc, contradic
lioni. and change. Elll'l•i.si\'Cly 01·'(ilik·. ii is n1111p:11ed 111 the esoteric forms of rcli
~inns. II :1llirms the nulinn or 1111i1y ,111tl i1~nc11c, Ilic 1eali1y or 1li\'t;ri.i1y. The lncui; for 
the imagination is the ht·:ul (fll 1/11/11). As 1h11 al-1.A1al1i wriks, 

My heart has hcwmc t·:1pahlc ur eve,y form: ii is a pasture fur 
ga1ellcs and convent Im C:hristi:m monks, :11111 :1 tcm11le for 
idols and a 11ilgrim's t<.,{l111 aml the l:ihlcli.ul the lmilh ilml lhe 
hook of lhe Our'an; I lollnw \he religion of love, whale\·er way 
love's camels take, lhal is my religion and my faith. 

Chinick highlights these two 111ienlali1111s and secs them as two c,ilrcmes which 
need lo be balanced or reconciled. In the cunlexl or Islam, one extreme is rcpre
senled by "those who focus ... c,idusi\cly 1111 Sh,uf ah and the divine rigor." This 
grou11 is quick to c:ondemn :1t1)11nc.: who dot·s not follow their way. Conllicl is thus 
inevitable. The other exlrcmc is rqnesentcd hy "those who .•. !define) human 
rt·la1ionshi11 wilh Ciml al11111st n1111plrld)· in h'r m'i nl I .n\'e." The kmlcney here is 111 
i1:11111c Di\T1sily in lhl· 11:11111· 11I C i,ul's all 1·111111 al'i111~ Mcrl·y. llnily is taken In he lhl· 
reality, illld the real ni!>lcnt·e ul diH·r!>ily is 1lcnic1I. 

Chiuiek disapprovei; nf lhc mainslream inlellerlual tradition in the West which is 
cnmparahle lo the ln1cl11·l·llml oril'nlalinn anti clismisscs an lnlnilivc oricnlalinn a 
J'riori. lie underlines lht· need lor lntuilhc micnlalion aml rel'alls 11111 al-rA,ahi's 
uhscrvalion that 

He who docs nul know lhc status or Imagination has no 
knowledge whatsocwr. 

In other words, if one's lnluitinn is 11111 cmpln)•etl in lhe hnman 1111cs1 for lhe 
knowledge of "Upland", no true undcr!,landing is 1111ssihlc. No knowledge of God is 
compll'le 1hrn11gh lhc inll·ll,·t·I al1111c. fur rrasnn is ;111 in~urlident r.nidc In klidl)·. 

Chillick, h11wc,c1, is 11111111111111!-.iug 1ha1ll'as111111111st he .1hm11l11ned in farnur-111 
an lntuilh·c orientation in one's srarch fo, knnwkd,:e.11 is nol a c1ue!ili11n or cither/m; 
rather, Chillick i.ees hoth nric111a1i11ns as 11e1-css:11y. ·1 he third approarh he proposes 
is hasctl on lhn al-' A, ahi's 0\\11 u·11111l'ilia1t11 y llll'lhml11l111!)', \~hirh seeks the rcumdl
iation of contraries, r.ither lhan hal:111cin~ or ~1·parnliun. lie explains that lhc First 
Approach (the way or Reason) alli1 ms and crealci. divcrsily, viewing it as a problem 
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lt1 he solved. 1 lcre lhe prindl'le or Exdu~ivism rules. The Scrnncl Apprn,1d1 {lhe way 
of lovc/i11111i1ion) allirms 1111i1y, disregarding divcrsily. The Third Approach .lflprec:i
ales diversily and guides movement toward fclicily through various essential "knol
tings", combining both reason and love. The "knots" arc essential for two reasons: 

• they create a positive orkntatiun toward the real, the goal of 
hum,m c111esl; 

•' an affirmation of "knots" results in actual and srccific phe
nomenal knowledge of lhl· lkal in 11.ulicular loci, and affirms 
rhe parlicularilies ur rhis Wculd. 

Thus lhc aflirmalion of "knols" maintains lhe Master's (lhe Real) roots in this 
world while He remains the perpetual goal lo he realized. Reason necessit.,tes reduc
tion of the Real in "knollings". Indeed, wirhoul "lmollings" the world woulcl nnl exist 
Reason ll1t1s mainlains a separation of I le/not lie, IJiversity/Unily, <iud/rml God, 
Human/God ... This seraration need not he maintained in Imagination which can 
cros.-. dclimilalions and boundaries of separation in knowing felicity and unity, de
srite phenomenal diversity. Diverfiily is neither ignored nor tlcl·ml·tl a prohlcm. II is a 
hlcssing, moving the seeker in rhc dire<.:1io11 or lclic:ily. In eh1dd,11i11~ I his, Chiltick has 
produced a commendable work of scholarship whidt is a feast for every student of 
Religion, and particularly the student of lhn al-cArahi's thought. 

Da,·id Emmam,el Si11gla 
• • • 
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