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And say: "My Lord, increase me in knowledge!" 

(Koran 20:114) 
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INTRODUCTION 

Somewhere along the line, the West­
ern intellectual tradition took a wrong 
turn. Arguments arise over when and 
why this happened. Many important 
thinkers have concluded that the West 
never should have abandoned certain 
teachings about reality which it shared 
with the East. They have turned to the 
Oriental traditions in the hope of finding 
resources which may help revive what 
has been lost and correct the deep psy­
chic and spiritual imbalances of our civil­
ization. 

One result of this ongoing search for a 
lost intellectual and spiritual heritage has 
been the rediscovery of the importance 
of imagination. In putting complete faith 
in reason, the West forgot that imagina­
tion opens up the soul to certain possibil­
ities of perceiving and understanding not 
available to the rational mind. One of the 
important contemporary thinkers who 
have pointed in this direction is the late 
Henry Corbin, who has bequeathed to us 
the word "imaginal." As Corbin has 
explained in his works, the "imaginal 
world" or mundus imaginalis possesses an 
independent ontological status and must 
be clearly differentiated from the "imagi­
nary" world, which is no more than our 
individual fantasies. Once we lose sight 
of the imaginal nature of certain realities, 

the true import of a great body of mythic 
and religious teachings slips from our 
grasp. 

All religious traditions accord a central 
role to imagination, though not necessar­
ily by this name. The mundus imaginalis 
is the realm where invisible realities be­
come visible and corporeal things are 
spiritualized. Though more real and 
"subtle" than the physical world, the 
World of Imagination is less real and 
"denser" than the spiritual world, which 
remains forever invisible as such. In Is­
lam, the later intellectual tradition never 
tires of discussing the imaginal realm as 
the locus wherein spiritual realities are 
seen in visionary experience and all the 
eschatological events described in the 
Koran and Hadith take place exactly as 
described. If on the Day of Resurrection, 
as reported by the Prophet, "death is 
brought in the form of a salt-colored ram 
and slaughtered," this is because imaginal 
existence allows abstract meanings to 
take on concrete form. And if all the 
works we performed during our lives 
are placed in the Scales, the good deeds 
in the right pan and the bad deeds in the 
left, this is because imagination brings 
about the subtilization of corporeal ac­
tivities. 

By granting an independent ontolog-
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ical status to imagination and seeing 
the visionary realm as the self-revela­
tion of God, Islamic philosophy has 
gone against the mainstream of Western 
thought. It offers precious assistance to 
those in the West who "refuse to relegate 
imagination to a subordinate role in an 
epistemological framework." 1 But in 
spite of Corbin's prodigious efforts, the 
resources of the Islamic tradition have 
hardly been touched. Even the teachings 
of Ibn al-'Arabi, to whom Corbin dedi­
cated his masterly study, Creative Imagi­
nation in the Sufism of Ibn 'Arabi, 2 remain 
for the most part unexplored and un­
explained. 

Corbin performed the great service of 
introducing the Western world to many 
uniquely Islamic ways of expressing 
philosophical positions, but it is beyond 
the capacity of a single individual to 
bring out everything worthy of consider­
ation. Moreover, in his zeal to revive the 
honor due to the imaginal realm, Corbin 
tended to de-emphasize the cornerstone 
oflslamic teachings, taw~ld, the "declara­
tion of God's Unity." It is as if Corbin 
was so entranced by the recovery of the 
imaginal that he had difficulty seeing be­
yond it. 

From the point of view of the Islamic 
intellectual tradition, the tendency to 
become transfixed by the multiple appa­
ritions of the One represents a danger in­
herent in the current revival of interest in 
imagination. It is clear, for example, that 
certain varieties of Jungianism divinize 
the imaginal world, giving to the soul an 
autonomous status never granted to it by 
the great traditions. Man's own domain 
of microcosmic imagination is posited as 
the Real, since "God" is merely the soul's 
projection. But this-in the Islamic view 
-is to fall into the error of associating 
other gods with God (shirk), the opposite 
of taw~ld. We are left with polytheistic 
multiplicity, and the "gods" are rein­
stated as real entities possessing insupera­
ble differences. 

Corbin never fell into such a position, 
which would have betrayed the central 

x teaching of the texts with which he was 

concerned. Nevertheless, if his approach 
to Islamic thought is to be understood as 
reflecting the concerns of his sources, it 
needs to be tempered by more attention 
to the ultimate Unity lying behind the 
theophanic facade of created existence. 
At the same time, certain studies of Ibn 
al-'Arabi which have been concerned al­
most exclusively with his metaphysical 
and philosophical teachings have gone to 
the other extreme, failing to emphasize 
the essential role which Ibn al-'Arabi ac­
cords to imagination. In fact, his meta­
physics cannot be understood without 
grasping imagination's importance, and 
his view of imagination cannot be under­
stood outside the realm of metaphysics. 
The present study is an attempt to bring 
these two sides of Ibn al-'Arabi's teach­
ings back into balance. It is hoped that 
just as Ibn al-'Arabi has played an impor­
tant role in reviving imagination as a 
topic of religious and philosophical con­
cern in the West, so also he may provide 
a pointer toward the One in the midst of 
imaginal multiplicity. 

The Life and Works of Ibn al-'Arabi 

Few Muslim spiritual authorities are 
so famous in the West as MuQ.yi al-Din 
MuQ.ammad ibn 'Ali ibn al-'Arabi (A.H. 
560-638/A.D. 1165-1240). In the Is­
lamic world itself, probably no one has 
exercised deeper and more pervasive in­
fluence over the intellectual life of the 
community during the past seven hun­
dred years. He was soon called by his 
disciples and followers al-Shaykh al­
Akbar, the "Greatest Master," and few 
who have taken the trouble to study his 
works would dispute this title, though 
some would argue over the direction in 
which his greatness lies. 3 

The Shaykh was born in Mursiya 
in al-Andalus (Murcia in present-day 
Spain). His father seems to have been a 
government employee in the service of 
MuQ.ammad ibn Sa'id Mardanish, the 
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ruler of Murcia. The family must have 
held a high social position, since his ma­
ternal uncle was ruler of Tlemcen in 
Algeria and he himself was on familiar 
terms with several local kings in his later 
life. When the Almohad dynasty con­
quered Murcia in 567/1172, the family 
moved to Seville, where his father was 
again most likely involved with govern­
ment service. Ibn al-'Arabi himself was 
employed in the early part of his career 
as a secretary to the governor. 

In 590/1193, at the age of thirty, Ibn 
al-'Arabi left Spain for the first time, 
traveling to Tunis. Seven years later, a 
vision instructed him to go to the East. 
He made the pilgrimage to Mecca in 
599/1202, and from there traveled exten­
sively in the central Islamic lands, staying 
for various lengths of time in Egypt, 
Iraq, Syria, and Rum (present-day Tur­
key), though he never went to Iran. In 
620/1223 he settled in Damascus, where 
he and a circle of disciples remained until 
his death in 638/1240. He spent his life in 
study, writing, and teaching. At the 
same time, he was involved in the social 
and political life of the community. He 
was on good terms with at least three lo­
cal kings, one of whom became well­
versed in his writings. In a document 
dated 632/1234, he gives permission to 
the Ayyubid Mu?:affar al-Din Musa, who 
ruled in Damascus between 627/1229-30 
and 635/1238, to teach all his works, of 
which he lists 290. In the same docu­
ment, he mentions by name ninety mas­
ters of the religious sciences with whom 
he himself had studied. 

Ibn al-'Arabi provides many details 
of his personal life in his works, and we 
can be grateful that the major scholarly 
task of bringing these together and 
analyzing them has finally been ac­
complished, in a forthcoming book by 
Claude Chodkiewicz-Addas. 4 The best 
account in English is provided by the au­
tobiographical descriptions of Ibn al­
'Arabl's meetings with some of his con­
temporaries, Sufis of Andalusia, along 
with the translator's introduction. 5 The 
reader of that work will soon realize that 

Ibn al-'Arabi lived in a universe foreign 
to our own, where the extraordinary and 
miraculous were everyday occurrences. 

One of the most obvious of the mi­
raculous sides to the career of the Great­
est Master was his literary production. 
Osman Y ahia, in his two-volume his­
tory and classification of Ibn al-'Arabl's 
works, estimates that Ibn al-'Arabi wrote 
700 books, treatises, and collections of 
poetry, of which 400 are extant. The Fu­
tu~at al-makkiyya alone will fill a pro­
jected 17,000 pages in Yahia's critical edi­
tion. One of the most daunting prospects 
faced by a scholar is to read the whole 
Futu~at, not to mention the other works 
available in printed editions or manu­
scripts. The problem is not simply the 
sheer volume of his production. His 
whole corpus stands at an extremely high 
level of sophistication and demands fa­
miliarity with all the Islamic sciences. 
This helps explain why the Shaykh al­
Akbar, in spite of the intrinsic interest of 
his works and his wide-spread influence, 
has been relatively neglected by modern 
scholars. 

The Futii~at al-makkiyya is a vast ency­
clopedia of the Islamic sciences within 
the context of taw~ld, the profession of 
God's Unity that forms the core of Is­
lam. The book includes 560 chapters, 
several of which would be major books 
if published separately. Ibn al-'A1rabi dis­
cusses in copious detail the Koran, the 
Hadith, events in the life of the Prophet, 
the detailed rulings of the Shari'a, the 
principles of jurisprudence, the divine 
names and attributes, the relationship be­
tween God and the world, the structure 
of the cosmos, the make-up of the hu­
man being, the various human types, the 
path by which human perfection may be 
attained, the stages of the ascent to God, 
the ranks and kinds of the angels, the na­
ture of the jinn, the characteristics of 
time and space, the role of political in­
stitutions, the symbolism of letters, the 
nature of the interworld between death 
and Resurrection, the ontological status 
of heaven and hell, and so on. The list 
could be extended for pages. x1 
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Though the Futii~iit is but one of Ibn 
al-'Arabi's works, most of the topics 
about which he has written are discussed 
in some detail within it. However, he 
frequently points out that what he knows 
and could put down in writing if it were 
opportune or necessary to do so bears 
no relationship with what he has writ­
ten. As he remarks matter-of-factly­
and, one suspects, without exaggeration 
-, "What we deposit in every chapter, 
in relation to what we have, is but a drop 
in the ocean" (II 578.19). 6 In one ninety­
chapter section of the Futii~iit, he pro­
vides in each chapter a list of the related 
topics which he could have discussed, 
and these lists alone will fill more than 
400 pages of the Futii~iit in its new edi­
tion. 7 

The Meccan Openings 

What is the significance of Ibn al­
'Arabl's life and writings for Islamic 
intellectual history? More specifically, 
since this question can be answered from 
many points of view, how did he and his 
followers perceive the significance of his 
work? One way to gain a certain insight 
into this question is to meditate upon the 
title of his magnum opus, al-Futii~iit al­
makkiyya, "The Meccan Openings." 

In Ibn al-'Arabi's technical vocabu­
lary, "opening" (fittii~) is a near syn­
onym for several other terms, such as 
unveiling, tasting, witnessing, divine ef­
fusion, divine self-disclosure, and in­
sight. Each of these words designates a 
mode of gaining direct knowledge of 
God and of the unseen worlds without 
the intermediary of study, teacher, or 
rational faculty. God "opens up" the 
heart to the infusion of knowledge. The 
word "opening" suggests that this type 
of knowledge comes to the aspirant sud­
denly after he had been waiting patiently 
at the door. It involves neither "self­
exertion, raising up the gaze, nor seek-

xn ing" (II 505.17), that is, seeking after that 

particular knowledge, since man must 
always seek after God Himself. Opening 
is the type of knowledge given to the 
prophets (though it is not equivalent to 
scripture): They receive it directly from 
God without rational inquiry or reflect­
ive consideration. 

The prophets and the friends among the 
Folk of Allah have no knowledge of God 
derived from reflection. God has purified 
them from that. Rather, they possess the 
"opening of unveiling" through the 
Real. (III 116.23) 

If a person wants to achieve opening, 
he must discipline himself according to 
the norms of the Shari'a and the Tariqa 
(the spiritual path) under the direction of 
a spiritual master or "shaykh" who has 
himself traversed the path. In several 
verses the Koran tells us that God may 
bestow knowledge upon His servant if 
He wills. Most commonly, Ibn al-'Arabi 
quotes the verse, "Be godfearing and 
God will teach you" (2:282). This "god­
fearingness" which prepares the disciple 
for God's teaching entails his complete 
absorption in putting the revealed Law 
into practice and invoking (dhikr) the 
name of God under a shaykh's guidance. 
Until the disciple reaches opening, he 
will have to seclude himself from peo­
ple through spiritual retreats (khalwa), 
though after full opening, retreat and 
presence in society (jalwa) are the same. 
As Ibn al-'Arabi remarks, if a person 
wants to gain knowledge of things as 
they are in themselves, "He should fol­
low the path of the great masters and 
dedicate himself to retreat and invoca­
tion. Then God will give direct aware­
ness of that to his heart" (I 120.12). 
"Unveiling comes to them in their 
retreats when the divine lights dawn 
within them, bringing sciences purified 
of corroding stains" (II 600.3). 

The knowledge which is opened up 
to the seeker is the knowledge of the 
Koran, the Divine Speech. "Nothing is 
opened up to any friend of God (wall) 
except the understanding of the Mighty 
Book" (III 56.2). 
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The perfect inheritor (wiirith) of the 
Prophet among the friends of God is he 
who dedicates himself exclusively to God 
through His Shari'a. Eventually God will 
open up in his heart the understanding of 
what He has sent down upon His messen­
ger and prophet, MuQ.ammad, through 
disclosing Himself to him in his inward 
dimension (bii(in). (I 251.3) 

Opening is not a goal that every dis­
ciple will reach. The least of the neces­
sary qualifications is the "godfearing­
ness" referred to earlier, an attribute 
which Muslims have always perceived as 
the epitome of human perfection. As the 
Koran says, "The most noble among you 
in God's eyes is the most godfearing" 
(49:13). Innumerable factors combine to 
make up an individual's preparedness for 
opening. One disciple may practice sin­
cerely and assiduously throughout his life 
and never have his heart opened up to 
the unseen world. Another may practice 
for a relatively short period of time and 
reach the goal. The nature of the open­
ing itself depends largely upon the indi­
vidual human nature. Ibn al-'Arabi never 
tires of reminding us of the saying of 
Junayd, "The water takes on the color of 
the cup." 

It should be noted that "opening" in 
the technical sense cannot be applied to 
any and every sort of "inrush" (wiirid) 
from a world normally closed to the 
psyche. Ibn al-'Arabi, like other Sufis, 
provides many criteria for distinguishing 
among different types of paranormal 
perceptions. Like others, he divides the 
"incoming thoughts" (khawii(ir) which 
reach the heart into four categories: di­
vine (iliihl), spiritual (rn~iinl), ego-centric 
(nafsiinl), and satanic (shaytiinl). 8 One of 
the tasks of the spiritual master is to dis­
cern the source of the incoming thought 
and give instructions to the disciple so 
that he can maintain his psychic and 
spiritual balance. Confusion among the 
different kinds of inspiration poses tre­
mendous dangers for the soul in this 
world and the next. From the Sufi per­
spective, one of the most obvious signs 
of the deviation of most contemporary 

"spirituality" -especially of the "New 
Age" variety-is its inability to discern 
the source of inrushes. 9 

Ibn al-'Arabi's extraordinary spiritual 
career was marked by many signs, not 
the least of which being the fact that 
he reached opening at a young age in 
the space of an hour or two. His disci­
ple Shams al-Oin Isma'll ibn Sawdakin 
al-Niiri (d. 646/1248) quotes him as fol­
lows: 

I began my retreat at the first light (fojr) 
and I had reached opening before sunrise. 
After that I entered the "shining of the 
full moon" 1" and other stations, one af­
ter another. I stayed in my place for four­
teen months. Through that I gained all 
the mysteries which I put down in writ­
ing after opening. My opening was a 
single attraction in that moment. ' ' 

Ibn al-'Arabi experienced this opening 
while still a youth. His famous encounter 
with the chief judge of Seville, the great 
jurist and philosopher Ibn Rushd (known 
to the Latin West as A verroes, d. 595/ 
1198), took place after the completion of 
this retreat. He tells us that his father, a 
good friend of Ibn Rushd, had told the 
judge something of his son's experiences. 

Ibn Rushd was eager to meet me, be­
cause of what he had heard and what had 
reached him concerning what God had 
opened up for me in my retreat .... I was 
still a youth (~abl). My face had not yet 
put forth a beard, and my mustache had 
not yet grown. ' 2 When I entered in upon 
him, he stood up in his place out of love 
and respect. He embraced me and said, 
"Yes." I said, "Yes." His joy increased 
because I had understood him. Then I re­
alized why he had rejoiced at that, so I 
said, "No." His joy disappeared and his 
color changed, and he doubted what he 
possessed in himself. 

He said, "How did you find the situa­
tion in unveiling and divine effusion? Is it 
what rational consideration gives to us?" 

I replied, "Yes and no. Between the yes 
and the no spirits fly from their matter 
and heads from their bodies." His color 
turned pale and he began to tremble. He 
sat reciting, "There is no power and no Xlll 
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strength but in God," since he had under­
stood my allusion .... 

After that, he sought from my father to 
meet me in order to present to me what 
he himself had understood: He wanted to 
know if it conformed with or was differ­
ent from what I had. He was one of the 
great masters of reflection and rational 
consideration. He thanked God that in his 
own time he had seen someone who had 
entered into the retreat ignorant and had 
come out like this-without study, dis­
cussion, investigation, or reading. He 
said, "This is a state that we had con­
firmed rationally, but we had never seen 
anyone who possessed it. Praise belongs 
to God, that I should live in the time of 
one of its possessors, those who have 
opened the locks upon its doors. Praise 
belongs to God, who singled me out to 
see him!" (I 153.34) 13 

Ibn al-'Arabi confirms, though rather 
allusively, Ibn Sawdakin's report that he 
gained all his knowledge through his 
initial opening and that his writings con­
sisted of the gradual expression of that 
knowledge in verbal form. The Shaykh 
al-Akbar does not mention the term 
"opening" itself in this account, but he 
alludes to it through mention of "knock­
ing on the door." He is commenting on 
these verses found towards the beginning 
of the Futu~iit: 

When I kept knocking on God's door 
I waited mindfully, not distracted, 

Until there appeared to the eye the glory 
of His Face 

and a call to me, nothing else. 
I encompassed Being in knowledge­

nothing is in my heart but God. 
(I 10.26) 

Everything we have mentioned after 
that [vision of the glory of God's Face] in 
all our speech (kalam) is only the differen­
tiation of the all-inclusive reality which 
was contained in that look at the One 
Reality. (II 548.14) 

Though all Ibn al-'Arabi's knowledge 
may have been included in undifferen­
tiated form in the initial opening, this 
does not imply that the door stayed 

closed to him after that. Quite the con­
trary, his soul was constantly being un­
veiled by the inrushes of divine wisdom. 
He frequently met with the Prophet 
Mul).ammad and other prophets in the 
unseen world, and many of the great 
contemporary or past Sufis would appear 
to him in the imaginal realm. In the case 
oflbn al-'Arabi at least, once the door to 
the invisible world was opened, it stayed 
open. 

This brings us to the second element 
in the title of the Futu~iit, the adjective 
"Meccan." Ibn al-'Arab1 explains that 
the particular openings which make up 
the contents of this work began during 
his pilgrimage to Mecca in the year 598/ 
1202. We know that he began writing 
the Futu~iit in the next year, and he was 
not to finish the first redaction until after 
settling in Damascus twenty-one years 
later. In dedicating the Futu~iit to one of 
his disciples, he alludes to the role of 
Mecca by mentioning God's "house" and 
"sanctuary." 

God set up in my thoughts that I make 
known to my dear friend-God preserve 
him-some of the gnostic sciences which 
I had acquired in my absence and, like­
wise, that I bestow upon him-God en­
noble him-some of the pearls of knowl­
edge which I had gained in my exile. 
Hence I wrote for him this unique trea­
tise, which God has brought into exis­
tence as an amulet against the impedi­
ments to knowledge for every pure 
companion, every verifying Sufi, and for 
my dear friend, blameless brother, and ap­
proved son, 'Abdallah Badr al-J:Iabashi 
al-Yamani, the freedman of Abu 
Ghana'im ibn Abi'l-Futiih al-Harrani. 14 I 
named it "The Treatise . of the Meccan 
Openings concerning the True Knowl­
edge of the Mysteries of the Master and 
the Kingdom." Most of what I have de­
posited in this treatise was opened up for 
me by God when I was circumambulating 
His noble House or while I was sitting in 
a state of waiting mindfully for Him in 
His noble and exalted Sanctuary. (I 
10.16) 

The Futu~iit, then, is essentially a com­
pendium of some of the sciences which 
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were giVen to Ibn al-'Arabi during his 
experience& of opening. He frequently 
stresses this point in explaining the man­
ner in which he wrote the work. His 
words are not the result of any reflective 
or rational process, but bestowed by the 
Divine Presence. 

We are not one to quote the words of 
the philosophers, nor the words of any­
one else, since in this book and in all our 
books we only write that which is given 
by unveiling and dictated by God. (II 
432.8) 

This book is not a place for that which 
is given by the proofs of the reflective 
powers, only for that which is given by 
divine unveiling. (II 389.6) 

The aim of our book is not to speak 
about considerative and reflective rela­
tionships. Its subject is only the sciences 
of unveiling given by God. (II 655.5) 

The books we have composed-this 
and others-do not follow the route of 
ordinary compositions, nor do we fol­
low the route of ordinary authors. . . . 
My heart clings to the door of the Divine 
Presence, waiting mindfully for what 
comes when the door is opened. My heart 
is poor and needy, empty of every know­
ledge. . . . When something appears to 
the heart from behind that curtain, the 
heart hurries to obey and sets it down in 
keeping with the commanded bounds. 
(I 59.12) 15 

Koranic Hermeneutics 

Islamic civilization is clearly logocen­
tric. Ibn al-'Arabi places himself squarely 
in the mainstream of Islam by basing all 
his teachings upon the Koran and the 
Hadith. In this respect he parts company 
with the philosophers and proponents of 
Kalam, who were far more likely to de­
rive their sciences from other sources. 
Ibn al-'Arabi confirms his own logocen­
trism by claiming repeatedly that the 
knowledge gained through opening 
pertains to the meaning of the Koran. 
This is a point of fundamental impor-

tance, too often forgotten in studies of 
the Shaykh. The "Meccan Openings," 
like the Shaykh al-Akbar's other works, 
are nothing if not commentary upon the 
Holy Book. 

In order to enter into the universe of 
Ibn al-'Arabi's Koranic hermeneutics, 
one must first cast away all preconceived 
notions of how a text should be read. 
In the Shaykh's view, the Koran is the 
concrete, linguistic embodiment of Real 
Being, God Himself. At the same time, 
the revealed Speech is dominated by the 
attributes of mercy and guidance 
- perfectly in keeping with Being Itself, 
since, according to the famous hadith, 
"God's mercy precedes His wrath." The 
Divine Speech guides through its "signs" 
(ayat) or verses, just as the cosmos 
-which is also the Speech of God, artic­
ulated within the "Breath of the All­
merciful" -gives news of God through 
its signs, which are the phenomena of 
nature. The revealed, written Speech can 
be more readily understood than the re­
vealed, cosmic Speech. It provides the 
key through which "opening" can take 
place-the opening of the door to com­
prehension of the signs within the mac­
rocosm and the microcosm, the universe 
around us and within us. Ibn al-'Arabi 
frequently quotes the Koranic verse, "We 
shall show them Our signs upon the ho­
rizons and in themselves, until it is clear 
to them that He is the Real" (41:53). 

The revealed Book is the actual, true, 
authentic embodiment of God's Speech. 
Its every letter is full of significance, 
since the book manifests the divine reali­
ties in both its form and meaning. It is 
true that the same thing can be said about 
the cosmos, but the written Book has the 
advantage ofhaving been given a linguis­
tic form that necessarily corresponds 
with Absolute Truth, which is God. This 
linguistic mode of existence appeals di­
rectly to the distinguishing feature of hu­
man beings, the nutq or "rational speech" 
which makes them "rational animals" 
(~ayawan natiq). The Book is the barzakh 
or isthmus between man's intelligence 
and God's knowledge of things as they xv 
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are in themselves. It provides the God­
given and providential means whereby 
man can come to know things in them­
selves, without the distortions of ego­
centrism. 

If all of Ibn al-'Arabi's works are es­
sentially Koranic hermeneutics, this is 
because ultimate truth can only be per­
ceived with the help of divine guidance, 
and divine guidance has taken certain 
specific forms. "Enter houses by their 
doors," the Koran commands (2:189). 
One cannot take God's house by storm. 
One enters by the door, when invited. 
Any attempt to climb through the win­
dows would display blatant discourtesy 
(sit al-adab), an attribute which automat­
ically disqualifies the would-be herme­
neut. 

Because the Book in its actual, re­
vealed form is the embodiment of the di­
vine mercy and guidance, Ibn al-'Arabi 
displays tremendous reverence for the lit­
eral text. The linguistic form of the text 
takes precedence over all else. Certain 
Western scholars have portrayed Ibn al­
'Arabi as a great practitioner of esoteric 
commentary (ta'wil), whereby the literal 
meaning of the text becomes a window 
through which one looks into the invisi­
ble realm. One can agree with this state­
ment, so long as it is understood that no 
Muslim commentator has been as con­
cerned as the Shaykh to preserve the 
Book's literal sense. Ibn al-'Arabi never 
denies the literal and apparent meaning. 
But he frequently adds to the literal sense 
an interpretation based upon an opening 
which transcends the cognitive limita­
tions of most mortals. He often tells us 
that God may unveil meanings of the 
text to the gnostic which others have 
never perceived, and these unveilings can 
be trusted as long as they do not gainsay 
or contradict the literal meaning. They 
are additional interpretations which can 
add to our understanding of the manner 
in which the Divine Reality discloses It­
self. At the same time, no matter how 
true they may be, they can never have 
the slightest effect upon the commands 
and prohibitions of the revealed Law. 

xv1 Ibn al-'Arabi's basic principle of Ko-

ranic interpretation is a simple one, per­
fectly logical once one accepts that 
"There is no god but God and Mul]am­
mad is His Messenger": God intends 
every meaning which a speaker of the 
language can understand from the literal 
sense of the text. It is God who created 
the speakers of the language, brought the 
language into existence, and revealed the 
Book. God's purpose in revelation was 
clarification, not obfuscation. "God sent 
no messenger save with the tongue ofhis 
people, that [the messenger] might make 
clear to them" (Koran 14:4). But God 
had to provide a scripture in the language 
of the recipients which could guide a 
whole tradition over history, not simply 
a few tribesmen of one generation. God 
spoke in a language which would meet 
the spiritual needs of all those who en­
counter the Book. Hence, Ibn al-'Arabi 
is constantly analyzing the meaning of 
words as they have been understood by 
the speakers of the Arabic language to 
whom the Koran is addressed, though 
not necessarily as the specialists in vari­
ous sciences have defined them. 

The Shaykh treats each word of the 
Koran and the Hadith with the utmost 
reverence. No word is accidental. God 
and His Messenger never speak without 
saying exactly what they mean. We can­
not replace one word with another and 
say that this is what was really meant. 
Nor can we interpret the meaning, by 
"taking the word back" (ta'wil) to its ar­
chetype in the world of divine realities, if 
that means denying or denigrating the 
literal sense. It is vitally important to un­
derstand the meaning of each individual 
word and to realize that each expresses 
in a concrete mode a certain dimension 
of the Divine Reality not denoted by any 
other. 

The Study of Ibn al-'Arabi" in the West 

A great deal can be learned about 
Ibn al-'Arabi by showing the sources of 
his teachings in earlier writings. Michel 



Introduction 

Chodkiewicz's excellent study of "sanc­
tity" (waliiya) and related concepts, Le 
sceau des saints, provides a sound outline 
of the type of work that needs to be done 
for dozens if not hundreds of technical 
terms. 16 But it is not the purpose of the 
present work to contribute anything to 
the task of pinpointing the sources of Ibn 
al-'Arabl's teachings. In spite of the im­
portance of this task, a second task ap­
pears even more essential to the present 
writer, and that is to answer such ques­
tions as the following: What was Ibn al­
'Arabi actually talking about? What are 
his basic teachings? How did he himself 
perceive the goal of his writings? Implicit 
in these questions is another: What does 
Ibn al-'Arabi have to contribute to the 
intellectual and spiritual needs of the 
present age? 

Questions such as these underlie the 
two most comprehensive works we pos­
sess on Ibn al-'Arabl's teachings, the 
aforementioned study by Corbin and 
Toshihiko Izutsu's Sufism and Taoism-A 
Comparative Study of Key Philosophical 
Concepts. 1 7 Both works combine great 
erudition with a sympathetic understand­
ing of their subject. Izutsu's study is 
unique for the clarity of the exposition 
and the careful attention paid to the lin­
guistic nuances of Ibn al-'Arabi's work. 
It is limited by a number of factors, and I 
mention these not to criticize Izutsu's in­
valuable study, but to situate it within a 
wider context. First, Izutsu deals almost 
exclusively with a single work of Ibn al­
'Arabl, the Fu~ii~ al-~ikam. To understand 
the significance of this point, we need to 
take a brief look at the Fu~u~. 

The Fu~u~ played a special role among 
Ibn al-'Arabl's writings from the begin­
ning. The Shaykh himself tells us in 
its preface that it was handed to him by 
the Prophet in a "heralding vision" (mu­
bashshira). The second generation Fu~u~ 
commentator Mu'ayyid al-Din al-Jandi 
(d. 690/1291) informs us that Ibn al­
'Arabi forbade his disciples from having 
the Fu~u~ bound along with any other 
book. 18 But the Fu~u~ is a short work 
(180 pages in the printed edition) and un­
dertakes a relatively specific task. In gen-

eral, it aims to clarify the Koranic picture 
of the major prophets, thereby showing 
how the earthly career of each prophet 
manifests a specific divine reality or ar­
chetype. As a result, the Fu~u~ says a 
great deal about the divine names, 
prophetology, ontology, and several 
other important topics of Ibn al-'Arabi's 
immediate concern. But it emphasizes 
certain doctrines while leaving out any­
thing but allusions to several major di­
mensions of Ibn al-'Arabl's overall teach­
ings. Moreover, Ibn al-'Arabi makes no 
attempt to explain what he does discuss 
with any detail or clarity. Hence the text 
has always been read in the Islamic world 
with a commentary or a teacher or both. 

It is important to grasp the central role 
which the Fu~u~ has played in the Islamic 
intellectual tradition. No other book of 
Ibn al-'Arabi has been as widely read or 
commented upon. But the tradition, 
providentially no doubt, took the inter­
pretation of the Fu~u~ in a specific direc­
tion, and that direction happens to be 
one which often appeals to modern intel­
lectuals cut off from spiritual practice. 
Beginning with the first important com­
mentator on the Fu~u~, Ibn al--'Arabl's 
step-son Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi (d. 673/ 
1274), practically all Fu~u~ commentators 
have discussed the text largely within the 
context of Islamic philosophy. 19 This, 
of course, is Islamic philosophy, so it 
does not contradict the commands and 
prohibitions of Islamic Law. All those 
commentators about whom anything is 
known were devout practitioners of Is­
lam and Sufism. They observed the 
Shari'a with care, and they had no need 
to be reminded of its importance, since it 
was an integral part of their e:veryday 
lives. Hence, their special attention to the 
philosophical dimensions of the text did 
not run contrary to other, more spiritual 
and practical dimensions of the text, but 
it did tend to obscure them. 

Qunawi, a Persian, had a profoundly 
different intellectual make-up from his 
master. For one thing, Qunawi"s works 
are crystal clear and eminently system-· 
atic, while no one would say the same 
about the works of the Shaykh al-Akbar. xvn 
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Qiinawi was the spiritual inheritor of Ibn 
al-'Arabi and the guide of a large number 
of disciples. 20 At the same time he was 
known as a great master of the religious 
sciences, Hadith in particular, and people 
came to Konya from all over the Islamic 
world to study with him. Not all of 
them, and perhaps not many of them, 
would have been his disciples on the Sufi 
path. 

Qiinawi was ·better versed in Peripa­
tetic philosophy than Ibn al-'Arabi and 
made active attempts to harmonize it 
with the intellectual expression of Su­
fism. This attempt at harmonization ap­
pears in the manner in which he brings 
the discussion of wujud (B~ing, existence) 
to the forefront. Philosophy was gener­
ally defined as the study of wujud qua 
wujud. Ibn al- 'Arabi frequently discusses 
wujud, but there is no special internal 
reason why his followers would have 
extracted this particular term from his 
writings and placed it at the center of 
their concerns. This was done as a result 
of various external factors personified 
by Qiinawi himself. He and his disciples 
set the stage for the later understanding 
of Ibn al-'Arabi's works throughout the 
Islamic world, since the tradition of 
Fu~u~ commentary goes straight back to 
Qiinawi. The first full commentary on 
the Fu,fU.f was written by Jandi, who was 
Qiinawi's spiritual disciple and who 
undertook the work at the instruction 
of his master. Then Jandi's student 
'Abd al-Razzaq Kashani (d. 730/1330) 
and Kashani's student Dawiid Qay~ari 
(d. 751/1350) wrote what are probably 
the two most influential commentaries of 
the tradition. Qiinawi's influence is clear 
in all these works. In the case of Qay~ari, 
even the Arabic style reflects Qiinawi's 
works. In all these commentaries, discus­
sion of wujud stands at the forefront. 
Qay~ari's long introduction to his com­
mentary is a masterly summa of philo­
sophical Sufism in an eminently system­
atic style. 21 

Though Qiinawi's influence helped 
determine the direction in which the 

xvm Fu~U.f was to be interpreted, he was in 

fact the instrument whereby an inevitable 
process occurred. The study of Ibn al­
'Arabi could not have been reserved for 
those who had the requisite spiritual as­
piration and "godfearingness." Since Ibn 
al-'Arabi dealt with questions of interest 
to all sorts of scholars, his works were 
soon being read by many of the learned, 
not only Sufis. The Shaykh himself con­
sciously employed the terminology of 
Kalam and philosophy-not to speak 
of jurisprudence-and he often criticizes 
the approach of the contemporary au­
thorities of these sciences. The learned 
masters could not be blamed for read­
ing him or attempting to answer his 
criticisms. 

In short, Ibn al-'Arabi helped bring 
the teachings of Sufism into the main­
stream of Islamic intellectuality, which in 
any case was moving more toward phi­
losophy than Kalam. In addition, from 
the 7th/13th century onward, Islamic 
intellectuality tends toward synthesis. 
Many authors contributed to the harmo­
nization of divergent intellectual perspec­
tives, such as Suhrawardi al-Maqtiil (d. 
587/1191), the founder of the "Illumina­
tionist" school of philosophy, and Na~ir 
al-Din Tiisi (d. 672/1274), the first sys­
tematic Shi'ite theologian and the great 
revivifier of the teachings of A vicenna. 
It was only logical that Sufism should 
play a major role in this harmonization 
of different intellectual streams. Al­
Ghazali (d. 505/1111) had begun this task 
long before Ibn al- 'Arabi, and Ibn al­
'Arabi himself contributed to it by em­
ploying the terminology of all the intel­
lectual perspectives. But Sadr al-Oin 
Qiinawi played an especially important 
role by systematizing Ibn al-'Arabi's 
teachings and placing emphasis upon 
those dimensions of his thought which 
could easily be reconciled with the phi­
losophical approach. Especially signifi­
cant in this respect is the correspondence 
which Qiinawi initiated with Tiisi, the 
great Peripatetic. In his Persian letter ac­
companying the first of the two Arabic 
treatises which he sent to Tiisi, Qiinawi 
tells him that his purpose in posing vari-
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ous questions concerning the Peripatetic 
position was to combine the conclusions 
derived from logical proofs with those 
gained by unveiling, opening, and face to 
face vision of the unseen world. 22 

To return to Izutsu's outstanding 
study of Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings: Izu­
tsu limits himself to an analysis of the 
mainly philosophical and metaphysical 
discussions of the Fu~u~. Moreover, he 
quotes copiously from the writings of 
Kashani to explain Ibn al-'Arabi's mean­
ing, and, as was pointed out, Kashani is a 
third-generation commentator on the 
Fu~u~, firmly entrenched in the line of 
Qunawi and the movement to bring Ibn 
al-'Arabi's teachings into harmony with 
philosophy. Hence Izutsu's study is es­
pecially valuable for showing how the 
Fu~u~ was read by the later commenta­
tors and how the Shaykh's teachings 
were being integrated into the philosoph­
ical tradition, but it does not necessarily 
reflect the central concerns of the Fu~u~ 
itself, nor, with greater reason, those of 
Ibn al-'Arabi. 

Moreover, Izutsu's personal interests 
lie mainly in the abstract discussions of 
philosophy, not in the mundus imaginalis, 
nor in the practical sides of Islamic spiri­
tuality. He is one of the few non-Mus­
lim scholars who have grasped the tre­
mendous philosophical and linguistic 
riches waiting to be mined in later Is­
lamic thought, and he has made unique 
contributions to the study of this tra­
dition. 23 But his personal predilections 
deeply color his perception of Ibn al­
, Arabi. The latter is presented not so much 
as he is in himself, but as one source for 
data to be employed in Izutsu's philo­
sophical project, to which he seems to be 
alluding in the expression, "Toward a 
Metaphilosophy of Oriental Philoso­
phies." 24 

The second vitally important study of 
Ibn al-'Arabi is Corbin's Creative Imagi­
nation in the $ufism of Ibn 'Arabi. Corbin 
has been able to present Ibn al-'Arabi 
as a thinker worthy of our most serious 
consideration because of the contribu­
tions he can make to the philosophical 

and hermeneutical concerns of the con­
tinental tradition. Corbin's rhetorical 
flourishes and passion for his subject put 
his work into a unique category. Few 
would doubt the relevance of Ibn al­
' Arabi to modern thought after reading 
Corbin. But Corbin, like Izutsu, has cer­
tain limitations. More than lzutsu, 
Corbin is concerned with his own philo­
sophical project, as elaborated in dozens 
of books, several of which have now 
been translated into English. Any reader 
of Creative Imagination soon begins to 
wonder where Ibn al-'Arabi ends and 
Corbin begins. The lines are not clear, 
especially if one does not have access to 
the Arabic texts. Certainly we come to 
realize that Ibn al-'Arabi is a precious 
larder from which all sorts of delicious 
vittles can be extracted. But most people 
familiar with the original texts would 
agree that Corbin has highly individual 
tastes. Moreover, like Izutsu, though not 
to the same extent, Corbin deals mainly 
with the Fu~u~, making few references to 
relevant passages in Ibn al-'Arabii's other 
works. 

While lzutsu places stress on Ibn al­
'Arabi's abstract metaphysical teachings, 
Corbin emphasizes the Shaykh's depic­
tion of a visionary pleroma where God 
reveals Himself uniquely to each spiritual 
aspirant, leading him into the mundus 
imaginalis and beyond. Izutsu stresses 
the God who can be understood through 
reason, while Corbin depicts the God of 
theophany who can be grasped by imagi­
nation. Where both authors come to­
gether is in failing to bring out the prac­
tical sides to Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings and 
his insistence on weighing all knowledge 
in the "Scale of the Law," the norms re­
vealed through the Koran and the Sunna 
of the Prophet. 

The only other study of Ibn al-'Arabi 
which is as firmly grounded in the texts 
and as seminal as these two is Chodkie­
wicz's Le sceau des saints, though it is 
more limited in scope, making no at­
tempt to provide a broad overview. By 
placing the concept of "sanctity" within 
its historical perspective and showing xix 
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how Ibn al-'Arab1 understands it, Chod­
kiewicz has contributed important in­
sights into both the theoretical and prac­
tical sides of Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings. 
His stress on the importance of practice 
and the observance of the Shari'a pro­
vides a highly beneficial antidote to 
some of the filtered and refined potions 
fed to us by Izutsu and Corbin. But the 
self-imposed limitations of the study 
leaves us craving for more. Chodkie­
wicz's forthcoming anthology of the 
Futu~iit, with selections in both French 
and English, promises to be a major step 
forward in our understanding of the full 
range of Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings. 25 

The Present Work 

The present study is an attempt to 
lead the reader into Ibn al-'Arabi's own 
universe in a language accessible to non­
specialists. In writing the book, I tried to 
avoid any preconceptions as to what Ibn 
al-'Arab1 should be saying or what he has 
to offer. Instead, my goal was to trans­
late or "carry over" his teachings as they 
are actually found, mainly in the Futu~iit, 
into a language which does justice to his 
concerns, not our concerns. I have tried 
to open the door to Ibn al-'Arabi's larder 
and allow the reader to look in, if not 
actually step inside. Naturally, certain 
dainties have attracted my attention more 
than others, and it is these which I tend 
to pick out. 

The form of the book reflects several 
specific goals, foremost among them 
the wish to preserve the overall context 
of Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings as he himself 
presents them. This meant that I have 
tried not to extract the essence of what 
he is saying, in contrast to most other 
studies. Rather, I have allowed him to 
express himself in his own words and 
within the context of the particular Ko­
ranic verses or hadiths which he is ex­
plicating at the moment. One cannot 
separate out the "interesting teachings" 

xx without doing harm to the whole. I have 

also avoided making connections be­
tween Ibn al-'Arabi's ideas and those of 
other Sufis, other Muslim intellectual au­
thorities, other religious traditions, and 
the contemporary world, since these are 
fields of investigation which know no 
limits. Perhaps others will be inspired to 
follow up the obvious leads. 

Some people might object that I 
should have translated a single work in­
stead of picking and choosing. But there 
are many drawbacks to that approach, 
especially at the present state of our abil­
ity to understand the Shaykh's writings 
on the one hand and then to express 
them within the confines of an alien uni­
verse of discourse on the other. Ibn al­
'Arabi's Fu~u~ al-~ikam has been trans­
lated into English several times, in each 
case with mixed results. The best of 
these translations, that by R. W.J. Austin, 
still leaves a great deal to be desired, 
even on the level of conveying accurately 
the sense of the text. 26 In the original 
Arabic, much of the text is unintelligible 
without detailed commentary, which 
none of the translators have provided. 
A commentary sufficient to situate the 
work within Ibn al-'Arabi's world view 
and to explain his meaning in every case 
would be far longer than the Fu~u~ itself. 
As with most of Ibn al-'Arabi's major 
writings, the Fu~u~ contains everything, 
but in such an allusive and undifferen­
tiated form that it is impossible to grasp 
the meaning without detailed expla­
nation. 

One of the advantages of working 
with the Futu~iit is that Ibn al-'Arab1 is 
not afraid to go into detail. If he does not 
explain a topic fully in one passage, he is 
likely to throw a good deal of light on it 
elsewhere. The translator can choose the 
clearest and most complete exposition of 
various points and leave out the allusions 
to other teachings not completely rele­
vant to the point he is trying to clarify. 
Perhaps even more importantly, the text 
of the Futu~iit is available to us in an ex­
cellent edition. Though originally pub­
lished in Cairo in 1911, it surpasses the 
standards of most modern critical edi­
tions published in the East. Moreover, 
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Osman Yahia's new edition, with incred­
ibly detailed apparatus, is a great boon to 
the scholar, though unfortunately, only 
ten volumes have appeared (of a pro­
jected thirty-seven). 

It will be a long time before anyone 
will be able to translate a major work 
of Ibn al-' Arabi into comprehensible 
English without extensive notes and 
commentary, or even with extensive 
notes and commentary. His writings 
pose many difficulties. They are full of 
allusions to all sorts of esoteric wisdom, 
and frequently even the prose takes on a 
symbolic and visionary aura that is prac­
tically impossible to fathom. One of the 
major difficulties presented even by those 
passages in his writings which are rela­
tively clear is the interrelationship of all 
discussions with everything else. In order 
to understand one point, one has to un­
derstand all points. This is why, in tradi­
tional circles, it was not uncommon for 
a master to spend several hours com­
menting on each line of the Fu~ii~, and 
a single reading of the text could take 
many years. 

The interrelatedness of Ibn al-'Arabi's 
teachings helps explain the repetitions 
which are characteristic of his style and 
which have been preserved in the transla­
tions and my own commentary. But 
most repetitions add new nuances and 
fresh interrelationships not discussed in 
other contexts. Any attempt to avoid 
repetition would mean tearing the ideas 
out of context and imposing upon them 
a systematic exposition foreign to the 
original texts. 

Ibn al-'Arabi never tires of stressing 
the unique characteristics of the knowl­
edge he and other "Folk of Allah"­
as he refers to his peers-are trying to 
impart. Because their science derives 
from divine opening and not discursive 
thought, it is intimately interrelated on 
all levels, though reason often fails to see 
the connections. 

In its root, the existence of the cos­
mos is tied to the Being who is Necessary 
through Himself. Hence each part of the 
cosmos is tied to every other part, and 

each is an interconnecting link on a chain. 
When man begins to consider the science 
of the cosmos, he is taken from one thing 
to another because of the interrelation­
ships. But in fact, this only happens in the 
science of the Folk of Allah. Their science 
does not follow the canon of those of the 
learned who know only the outward ap­
pearances of phenomena. The canon of 
the Folk of Allah ties together all parts of 
the cosmos, so they are taken from one 
thing to another, even if the scholar of 
outward appearances sees no relationship. 
This is knowledge of God. . . . 

He who knows the Koran and realizes 
it will know the science of the Folk of Al­
lah. He will know that their science does 
not enter into limited chapters, nor does it 
follow the canon of logic, nor can it be 
weighed by any scale. It is the scale of all 
scales. {III 200.26) 

Most people work contrary to this di­
rect tasting [of the divine things]. That is 
why their speech is not tied together. He 
who considers their speech looks for a 
root to which all their words go back, 
but he does not find it. But each part of 
our speech is interrelated with the other 
parts, since it is one entity, while these 
things I say are its differentiation. A per­
son will know what I am saying if he 
knows the interconnection of the verses 
of the Koran. (II 548.15) 

I began this book with the idea of 
providing a more or less comprehensive 
overview of Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings in 
the style of my study of Riimi, The Sufi 
Path of Love. Several months of writing 
made it clear to me that I could not pos­
sibly provide a reasonable survey of Ibn 
al-'Arabi's teachings under one cover, so 
I divided the topics into several major 
headings, with the idea of publishing a 
second volume at a later date. As the 
book originally developed, I wrote ten 
chapters on cosmology, anthropology, 
and the cosmic role of perfect man (al­
insan al-kamil) after Chapter 8, but it 
soon became obvious that I could not 
do justice to these topics along with the 
other topics which needed to be dis­
cussed. I put those chapters aside with 
the hope of coming back to them on 
another occasion. In the notes I refer to 
them as Cosmology. 27 xx1 
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Introduction 

I am painfully aware of the inade­
quacies of my own explanations of the 
Shaykh's teachings. I cannot claim to 
understand everything he is talking about, 
and in any case I have usually been forced 
to oversimplify my own comments, 
since one cannot keep on qualifying 
oneself in every paragraph. The reader 
should keep in mind that all my own 
explanation is tentative, and much of 
what Ibn al-'Arabi himself says is modi­
fied by what he says in other contexts. In 
any case, summaries and simplifications 
of his teachings are unavoidable as soon 
as we want to gain an overview of his 
ideas. Definitions have to be provided 
for terminology, however tentative these 
may be. 

In each chapter I have been torn be­
tween the wish to do justice to the topic 
by presenting it in its full context, and 
the knowledge that the book will have to 
have certain limits to be published and 
read. More than anyone else, I know that 
compromises have been made and that 
the book represents nothing close to a 
final statement of Ibn al-'Arabi's posi­
tions. I too have been forced to offer but 
a few table scraps from the Shaykh's in­
exhaustible kitchen. 

Though but a preliminary and incom­
plete survey of Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings, 
the present book brings to fruition some 
twenty years of study. I began reading 
Ibn al-'Arabi's works in the original lan­
guage at Tehran University, where I 
edited a commentary on one of his trea­
tises as a Ph.D. dissertation under the 
guidance of Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a pro­
ject which was completed in 1973 and 
published in 1977. During those years, 
Toshihiko Izutsu spent three months of 

the year in Tehran, and in 1972 he gra­
ciously accepted to teach the Fu~ii~ to 
myself and two others. We finally com­
pleted the text in 1978, when Izutsu was 
teaching full time at the Imperial Iranian 
Academy of Philosophy, which had re­
cently been founded under the director­
ship of Nasr. The late Henry Corbin also 
taught at the Academy, and his intellec­
tual presence was always palpable. I also 
had the opportunity to study some of the 
works of Ibn al-'Arabi's followers with 
t_!J.e sage of Mashhad, Sayyid Jalal al-Din 
Ashtiyani. To all these teachers I owe a 
tremendous debt of gratitude, and to all 
of them I submit my apologies for the 
inadequacies which remain in the present 
work. 

I first conceived of this book in 1983, 
soon after publishing The Sufi Path of 
Love. At that time I began reading the 
Futii~iit systematically. As I moved for­
ward in the text, I read more and more 
slowly. As my understanding increased, 
I took detailed notes on passages that 
at first I would have skimmed. Soon I 
was finding unexpected ramifications on 
every page. It began to appear that it 
would take many, many years to finish 
the text. In the meantime I had applied to 
the National Endowment for the Hu­
manities for a Fellowship for Indepen­
dent Study and Research to write a book 
on Ibn al-'Arabi, and this was granted 
for 1986-87. I gratefully accepted this 
generous gift and began writing the book 
without having finished the Futii~iit, not 
to mention many other works of the 
Shaykh which I could have consulted. 
Since I am completely convinced of the 
truth of Ibn al-'Arabi's claim that every­
thing he writes is intimately interrelated, 
I have reason to hope that the texts pre­
sented here will not portray his teachings 
in an unbalanced manner. 
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1. THE DIVINE PRESENCE 

Finding God 

How can I find God? 
Ibn al-'Arabi maintains that all human 

beings must seek to answer this question. 
Having answered it, they must then set 
out to verify the truth of their answer by 
finding God in fact, not in theory. Here­
fers to those who have successfully ver­
ified the truth of their answer as the Peo­
ple of Unveiling and Finding (ahl al-kashf 
wa'l-wujud). They have passed beyond 
the veils that stand between them and 
their Lord and stand in His Presence. 
The path they have traversed is open to 
everyone. It is the path brought by the 
prophets and followed by the friends of 
God (al-awliya'), and it is the path set 
down in incredible detail in Ibn al­
'Arabi's works. To understand how he 
conceives of the problem, the path, and 
the goal is the major task of the present 
study. We begin by examining the ques­
tion: "How can I find God?" 

"Finding" renders the Arabic wujud, 
which, in another context, may be trans­
lated as "existence" or "being." The fa­
mous expression "Oneness of Being" or 
"Unity of Existence" (wa~dat al-wujud), 
which is often said to represent Ibn al-

'Arabi's doctrinal position, might also be 
translated as the "Oneness" or "Unity of 
Finding." Despite the hundreds of vol­
umes on ontology that have been in­
spired by Ibn al-'Arabi's works, his main 
concern is not with the mental concept of 
being but with the experience of God's 
Being, the tasting (dhawq) of Being, that 
"finding" which is at one and the same 
time to perceive and to be that which 
truly is. No doubt Ibn al-'Aralbi pos­
sessed one of the greatest philosophical 
minds the world has ever known, but 
philosophy was not his concern. He 
wanted only to bask in the constant and 
ever-renewed finding of the Divine Be­
ing and Consciousness. He, for one, had 
passed beyond the veils, though he was 
always ready to admit that the veils are 
infinite and that every instant in life, in 
this world and for all eternity, represents 
a continual lifting of the veils. 

To find God is to fall into bewilder­
ment (~ayra), not the bewilderment of 
being lost and unable to find one's way, 
but the bewilderment of finding and 
knowing God and of not-finding and 
not--knowing Him at the same time. 
Every existent thing other than God 
dwells in a never-never land of affirma­
tion and negation, finding and losing, 
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knowing and not-knowing. The differ­
ence between the Finders and the rest of 
us is that they are fully aware of their 
own ambiguous situation. They know 
the significance of the saying of the first 
caliph Abii Bakr: "Incapacity to attain 
comprehension is itself comprehension." 
They know that the answer to every sig­
nificant question concerning God and 
the world is "Yes and no," or, as the 
Shaykh expresses it, "He/not He" (huwa 
Ia huwa). 

Chodkiewicz points out that it would 
not be far from the mark to say that Ibn 
al-'Arabi never writes about anything ex­
cept sanctity, its paths, and its goals.' 
The saints, a term which will be trans­
lated here in one of its literal meanings 
as "friends (of God)," have found God 
in this life and dwell in His Presence. 
Ibn al-'Arabi often refers to them as the 
"gnostics" ('arifon). They see and rec­
ognize God wherever they look. The 
Koranic verse, "Whithersoever you turn, 
there is the Face of God" (2:115) has be­
come the description of their spiritual 
state. Others are prevented from seeing 
Him by veils, but God's friends know 
that He is the veils and the others. Not 
that the friends are muddle-headed. They 
do not say "All is He"2 and leave it at 
that. They say, "All is He, all is not He," 
and then proceed to clarify the various 
points of view in terms of which the sit­
uation can be perceived. If they happen 
to be among those friends whom Ibn al­
'Arabi considers of the highest rank-the 
"Verifiers" (al-mu~aqqiqiin)-they will 
have verified the truth of their vision of 
God on every level of existence and find­
ing, not least on the level of intelligence 
and speech, the specific marks of being 
human. Hence they and Ibn al-'Arabi in 
particular will provide sophisticated ex­
positions of the exact nature of the onto­
logical and epistemological ambiguity 
that fills the Void and is commonly re­
ferred to as the "world." The bewilder­
ment of the Verifiers in respect to God as 
He is in Himself never prevents them 
from finding Him as Light and Wisdom 

4 and from employing the fruits of those 

divine attributes to illuminate the nature 
of things and put each thing in its proper 
place. 

"How can I find God?" This question 
means: How can I remove the veils that 
prevent me from seeing God? We dwell 
now in the situation of seeing the Not 
He in all things. How can we also per­
ceive the universe as He? 

We ourselves are included among the 
"things" of the universe. So "How can I 
find God?" also means: How can I re­
move those veils that prevent me from 
being God in that respect where the "He" 
must be affirmed. "Finding," it needs to 
repeated, is never just epistemological. It 
is fundamentally ontological. Being pre­
cedes knowledge in God as in the world; 
nothing knows until it first exists. And 
as the oft-quoted Sufi saying maintains, 
"None knows God but God." Both 
knowledge and being are finding. 

Worlds and Presences 

The mystery of He/not He begins in 
the Divine Self and extends down 
through every level of existence. In clari­
fying the manner in which God is found 
-in affirming the "He" in all things­
Ibn al-'Arabi also affirms the Not He and 
explains the nature of everything that fits 
into that category, i.e., "everything 
other than God" (ma siwa Allah), which 
is how Muslim thinkers define "the 
world" (al- 'alam). He also speaks in detail 
about "worlds" in the plural. These 
might best be conceived of as subsystems 
of the Not He considered as a single 
whole. Two such worlds are the "greater" 
and the "lesser" worlds, i.e., the mac­
rocosm (the universe "out there") and 
the microcosm (the human individual). 
Three more are the spiritual, imaginal, 
and corporeal worlds, referred to in con­
crete imagery as the worlds of light, fire, 
and clay, from which were created re­
spectively the angels, the jinn, and the 
body of Adam. In order to distinguish 
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between these two senses of the term 
world, in what follows 'alam in the sense 
of the world as a whole will be translated 
as "cosmos" or "universe," while in the 
sense of one world in relation to other 
worlds, it will be translated as "world." 
When reference is made to "cosmology," 
what is meant is the study of the cosmos 
in the sense defined here, that is, the 
study of "everything other than God." In 
contrast, modern cosmology has in view 
not the cosmos as a whole, but a single 
one of the many worlds. 

Considered as other than God, the 
sum total of everything that exists is the 
cosmos or all the worlds. But considered 
as not other than God and as somehow 
identical with the He (al-huwa), the ex­
isting things are more likely to be re­
ferred to in terms of the "presences" 
(~a4ra). The term "presence" is used to 
refer to most of the "worlds," though 
not to "the cosmos" as such. Thus 
the spiritual, imaginal, and corporeal 
"worlds" are also referred to as "pres­
ences." The sense of the term is that, for 
example, the "Presence of Imagination" 
(~a4rat al-khayal) is a domain in which 
everything that exists is woven out of 
images. As a result, all things in this do­
main are "present" with imagination. In 
the same way, all things that reside in the 
Presence of Sense Perception (~a4rat al­
~iss) can be perceived by the senses. Ibn 
al-'Arabi's followers, beginning with 
Qunawl, wrote in detail about the "Five 
Divine Presences," by which they meant 
the five domains in which God is to be 
"found" or in which His Presence is to 
be perceived, i.e., (1) God Himself, the 
(2) spiritual, (3) imaginal, and (4) corpo­
real worlds, and (5) perfect man (al-insan 
al-kamil). 3 

In the last analysis, there is but a single 
presence known as the Divine Presence 
(al-~a4rat al-ilahiyya), which compre­
hends everything that exists. Ibn al­
'Arabl defines it as the Essence, Attri­
butes, and Acts of Allah (II 114.14). Allah 
is known as the "all-comprehensive" 
(jami') name of God, since it alone desig­
nates God as He is in Himself in the wid-

est possible sense, leaving out nothing 
whatsoever of His Reality. Other names, 
such as Creator, Forgiving, and Venge­
ful, designate Him under certain specific 
aspects of His Reality. 

The Divine Presence is that "location" 
where Allah is to be found, or where we 
can affirm that what we find is He. It in­
cludes the Essence (dhat) of Allah, which 
is God in Himself without regard to His 
creatures; the attributes (~ifat) of Allah, 
also called His names (asma'), which are 
the relationships that can be discerned 
between the Essence and everything 
other than He; and the acts (aj'iil), which 
are all the creatures in the cosmos along 
with everything that appears from them. 
Hence the term "Divine Presence" desig­
nates God on the one hand and the cos­
mos, inasmuch as it can be said to be the 
locus of His activity, on the other. 

Ibn al-'Arabl most often uses the term 
presence to refer to the sphere of influ­
ence of one of the divine names. For ex­
ample, God is Powerful, so the "Pres­
ence of Power" is everything in existence 
that comes under the sway of His power, 
including the whole of creation. But the 
Presence of Power is more constricted, 
for example, than the Presence of 
Knowledge. No matter how powerful 
God may be, He cannot make Himself 
ignorant of what He knows. This way of 
thinking, which infuses Ibn al-'Arabl's 
writings, has far-reaching implications 
for theological speculation. 

"Where can I find God?" One obvious 
answer: Wherever He is present. But 
how is God present in things? God is cer­
tainly present through the properties of 
His Essence, which is He Himself, His 
very Being. Allah, God as described by 
the all-comprehensive name, has an in­
fluence upon everything in the cosmos. 
Everything that exists, by the fact of ex­
isting, manifests something of the Divine 
Presence, which by definition embraces 
all that exists. But every name of God 
has its own presence, which means that 
God makes Himself present to His crea­
tures in various modalities. In each case it 
is God who reveals Himself, who is pres- 5 
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ent in the created thing, but God as the 
Abaser (al-mudhill) is not the same as 
God as the Exalter (al-mu'izz). "Thou 
exaltest whom Thou wilt and Thou 
abasest whom Thou wilt" (Koran 3:26). 
God as the Life-Giver (al-mu~yl) is not 
the same as God as the Slayer (al-mumlt). 
God encompasses all things, but some 
are exalted and some abased, some alive 
and some dead. 

"Where can I find God?" Wherever 
He is present, which is everywhere, since 
all things are His acts. But no act is iden­
tical with God, who encompasses all 
things and all acts, all worlds and all 
presences. Though He can be found ev­
erywhere, He is also nowhere to be 
found. He/not He. 

Being and Nonexistence 

From the first, Islam's primary teach­
ing has been that God is one. It did not 
take long before theologians and philoso­
phers were struggling with the perennial 
intellectual task of explaining how multi­
plicity could have arisen from a reality 
that is one in every respect. Ibn al-'Arabi 
sees one explanation in the doctrine of 
the divine names, which provides the in­
frastructure for most of his teachings. 
But even more fundamental is the ques­
tion of the nature of existence itself. Be­
fore talking about God and His attri­
butes, we can search for Oneness and 
uncover the root of multiplicity in the 
nature of existing things. 

We return to the word wujiid, "find­
ing," "being," or "existence." Ibn al­
'Arabi employs the term in a wide vari­
ety of ways. Without getting embroiled 
at this point in philosophical niceties, we 
can discern two fundamental meanings 
that will demand two different transla­
tions for a single term. On the one hand 
we "find" things wherever we look, both 
in the outside world and inside the mind. 
All these things "exist" in some mode or 

another; existence can be said to be their 
attribute. The house exists and the gal­
axy exists in the outside world, the 
green-eyed monster exists in the halluci­
nations of a madman, on the film screen, 
and on the written page. The modes are 
different, but in each case we can say that 
something possesses the attribute of be­
ing there. When Ibn al-'Arabi speaks 
about any specific thing or idea that can 
be discussed, he uses the term existence 
in this general sense to refer to the fact 
that something is there, something is to 
be found. In this sense we can also say 
that God exists, meaning, "There is a 
God." 

In a second sense Ibn al-'Arabi em­
ploys the word wujiid when speaking 
about the substance or stuff or nature of 
God Himself. In one word, what is God? 
He is wujiid. In this sense "finding" 
might better convey the sense of the 
term, as long as we do not imagine that 
God has lost something only to have 
found it again. What He is finding now 
He has always found and will ever find. 
Past, present, and future are in any case 
meaningless in relation to God in Him­
self, since they are attributes assumed by 
various existent things in relation to us, 
not in relation to Him. But "finding" is 
perhaps not the best term to bring this 
discussion into the theological and philo­
sophical arena where Ibn al-'Arabi wants 
it to be considered. We are better off 
choosing the standard philosophical term 
"Being," which has normally been cho­
sen (along with "existence") by Western 
scholars when they have wanted to dis­
cuss the term wujiid in English. How­
ever, one needs to keep in mind the fact 
that "Being" is in no way divorced from 
consciousness, from a fully aware find­
ing, perception, and knowledge of the 
ontological situation. Since this point 
tends to be forgotten when the term is 
discussed, I will have occasion to come 
back to it, hoping for the reader's indul­
gence. 

In what follows, "Being" in upper 
case will refer to God as He is in Him-
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self. For Ibn al-'Arabi, Being is in no 
sense ambiguous or questionable, though 
our understanding of Being is something 
else again. Being is that which truly is, 
while everything else dwells in fog and 
haziness. Hence, when we say that some­
thing-anything other that God-"ex­
ists," we have to hesitate a little in saying 
so. The statement is ambiguous, for just 
as a thing pertains to existence, so also it 
lies in the grasp of existence's opposite, 
nonexistence ('adam). Every existent 
thing is at one and the same time He (Be­
ing) and Not He (not-being, absolute 
nothingness). Only God is Being with­
out qualification, without hesitation, 
without doubt. 

God is sheer Being, utter Plenitude, 
pure Consciousness. Any given entity in 
the cosmos is at best a dim reflection of 
some of these qualities. Ibn al-'Arabi 
commonly employs the term "existent" 
(mawjud) to refer to the existing things, a 
term which, through its derivative gram­
matical form, suggests the derivative na­
ture of the existence that is ascribed to 
the things. As will become clear when 
we discuss the "immutable entities" (al­
a'yiin al-thiibita), this ascription of exis­
tence to the things is in any case a mode 
of speaking more than a strict description 
of the actual situation. In fact, existence 
is but the reflected brilliance of Being, 
and there is only a single Being, God 
Himself. 

God is Light, as the Koran affirms 
(24:35). Like so many other Muslim 
thinkers, at least from the time of al­
Ghazali, Ibn al-'Arabi identifies Light 
with Being and employs the symbolism 
of visible light to explain the relationship 
between Being and nonexistence. God is 
Light and nothing but Light, while the 
things are so many rays reflected from 
Light's substance. In one respect they are 
Light, since nothing else can be found; in 
another respect they are darkness, since 
they are not identical with Light itself. 
But darkness has no positive reality of its 
own, since its defining characteristic is 
the absence ofLight. In the same way the 

defining characteristic of each existent 
thing is its absence of Being. Though it 
reflects Being in one respect, it is nonex­
istent in another. He/not He. 

Being or Light is that which by its 
very nature finds itself, though it cannot 
be perceived-i.e., embraced, encom­
passed, and understood-by "others." 
First, because there is nothing other than 
Light that might do the perceiving. 
There is only Light, which perceives it­
self. Second, because if we accept that 
certain things "exist," or that there are 
rays of light shining in an area which we 
can call the Void, these things or rays can 
only perceive themselves or their likes, 
not something infinitely greater than 
themselves of which they are but dim re­
flections. The shadow cannot perceive 
the sunlight, and the sunlight cannot em­
brace the sun. Only the sun knows the 
sun. "None knows God but God." 

How does manyness arise from One­
ness? Being is Oneness, while nothing­
ness as such does not exist in any respect. 
But we already know about Being that It 
is Light, so It radiates and gives of Itsel£ 
Hence we have three "things": Light, 
radiance, and darkness; or Being, exis­
tence, nonexistence. The second cat­
egory-radiance or existence-is our 
particular concern, since it defines our 
"location" for all practical purposes. Its 
most obvious characteristic is its ambigu­
ous situation, half-way between Being 
and nonexistence, Light and darkness, 
He and Not He. Ibn al-'Arabi sometimes 
calls it existence, and sometimes nonex­
istence, since each attribute applies to it. 
"Nonexistence" can thus be seen to be of 
two basic kinds: Absolute nonexistence 
(al-'adam al-mu(laq), which is nothingness 
pure and simple, and relative nonexis­
tence (a!-'adam al-i4iift}, which is the state 
of the things considered as Not He. 

Our classification of the kinds of real­
ity has gradually become more complex. 
We began with Being and existence, then 
looked at Being and nonexistence, then 
at Being, existence, and nonexistence, 
and now we tum to a fourth picture of 

7 
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the basic structure of reality: Being, rela­
tive nonexistence, and absolute nonexis­
tence, the last of which we can call 
"nothingness." Only Being truly is, 
while nothingness has no existence ex­
cept of a purely speculative and mental 
kind. So "everything other than God"­
the cosmos-is relative nonexistence. 
But anything which is relatively nonex­
istence is also relatively existent. 

Plurality and manyness arise from the 
very nature of existence (we could also 
say, from the very nature of nonexis­
tence, but then the discussion would take 
a different turn; that perspective will 
come up in due time). It is plain to ev­
eryone that "brightness" is not all of a 
single intensity. Some brightness is 
stronger, some weaker; some is closer to 
light, some farther away. We can also 
say that some existents are more intense 
than others, but here the point is not so 
obvious. To make the point clear, it is 
best to talk not about Being itself but 
about the attributes of Being, i.e., those 
qualities that are denoted by the divine 
names, and examine how they arc re­
flected in existence. 

Take "finding," for example, which is 
identical with consciousness and self­
awareness, or with "knowledge" as a di­
vine attribute (and also as a human at­
tribute in the context of Sufi texts). It 
should be obvious that some people arc 
more aware than others, some rnore 
knowledgeable than others. This is Ibn 
al-'Arabi's doctrine of tafo4ul, "ranking 
in degrees of excellence," or "some being 
preferred over others," or "some sur­
passing others." The term is derived 
from such Koranic verses as, "God has 
caused some of you to surpass others in 
provision" (16:71). Knowledge is among 
the greatest bounties which He has pro­
vided for His creatures, but He has not 
given it to everyone equally. The Koran 
says, "We [God] raise in degrees whom­
soever We will, and above each one who 
possesses knowledge is someone who 
knows [more]" (12:76). 4 And it asks, 
"Are they equal-those who know and 

8 those who know not?" (39:9). 

Existence or the cosmos is a vast pan­
orama of ranking in degrees in every 
conceivable quality and attribute. No 
two things are exactly the same. Two 
things must differ in at least one attri­
bute, or else they would be the same 
thing. The attributes depend upon Be­
ing, though they gain specific coloring 
from nothingness. Without first existing, 
a thing cannot be large or small, intelli­
gent or ignorant, living or dead. Without 
light, there can be no red or green or 
blue. Everywhere we look we see hier­
archies of attributes. If someone knows, 
someone else knows more, and someone 
else less. No two existents know exactly 
the same thing or the same amount. If 
we shared in God's infinite knowledge, 
we would be able to discern a hierarchy 
of the knowing things in creation for all 
eternity from the least knowledgeable to 
the most knowledgeable. Each individual 
thing at any point in the trajectory of its 
existence would fit into a specific niche 
in the hierarchy. And the same thing can 
be said about every attribute that pertains 
to Being as well as about that global 
unity of Being's manifest attributes 
known as "existence." There is a grada­
tion in the intensity of existence-or 
light-to be perceived in all things. No 
two things are exactly the same in the 
degree or mode of their existence. 

The Divine Attributes 

"Allah," the all-comprehensive name, 
refers to all attributes of Being at once. It 
also alludes to Being's relationship with 
the whole hierarchy of existence that re­
flects Its attributes in varying intensities, 
a hierarchy that is called, in the language 
of the theologians, the "acts of God." 
Other divine names refer to relatively 
specific attributes of Being, such as Life, 
Knowledge, Desire, Power, Speech, 
Generosity, and Justice. According to a 
saying of the Prophet, there arc ninety­
nine of these "most beautiful" divine 
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names, though other names are ex­
pressed or implied in the Koran and vari­
ous prophetic sayings. Each name enun­
ciates an attribute of God, Sheer Being. 
The effect (athar) or property (~ukm) of 
each name can be traced within exis­
tence, if, that is, we are given the insight 
and wisdom to do so. This in fact is the 
task that Ibn al-'Arabi undertakes in the 
Futu~at, though he is fully aware that 
every book in the universe would be in­
sufficient to record all the properties of 
the divine names, all the "words" of 
God. As the Koran puts it, "Though all 
the trees in the earth were pens, and the 
sea-seven seas after it to replenish it­
[ were ink,] yet would the words of God 
not be spent" (31:27). 

As was pointed out earlier, the name 
Allah refers to God's Essence, attributes, 
and acts. The Essence is God in Himself 
without reference to anything else. As 
such God is unknowable to any but 
Himself. He is, as Ibn al-'Arabi quotes 
constantly, "Independent of the worlds" 
(Koran 3:97), and this includes the 
knowledge possessed by the worlds. God 
as the Essence is contrasted with God in­
asmuch as He assumes relationships with 
the cosmos, relationships denoted by 
various divine names, such as Creator, 
Maker, Shaper, Generous, Just, Exalter, 
Abaser, Life-Giver, Slayer, Forgiver, Par­
doner, Avenger, Grateful, and Patient. 

Inasmuch as God's Essence is Indepen­
dent of the worlds, the cosmos is Not 
He, but inasmuch as God freely assumes 
relationships with the worlds through at­
tributes such as creativity and generosity, 
the cosmos manifests the He. If we ex­
amine anything in the universe, God is 
Independent of that thing and infinitely 
exalted beyond it. He is, to employ the 
theological term that plays a major role 
in Ibn al-'Arabi's vocabulary, "incompa­
rable" (tanzlh) with each thing and all 
things. But at the same time, each thing 
displays one or more of God's attri­
butes, and in this respect the thing must 
be said to be "similar" (tashb!h) in some 
way to God. The very least we can say 
is that it exists and God exists, even 

though the modalities of existence may 
be largely incomparable. Many scholars 
have employed the terms "transcen­
dence" and "immanence" (or "anthro­
pomorphism") in referring to these two 
ways of conceptualizing God's relation­
ship with the cosmos, but I will refrain 
from using these words in an attempt to 
avoid preconceptions and capture the nu­
ances of the Arabic terminology. 

When Ibn al-'Arabi speaks about the 
Essence as such, he has in view God's in­
comparability. In this respect there is lit­
tle one can say about God, except to 
negate (salb) the attributes of created 
things from Him. Nevertheless, the Es­
sence is God as He is in Himself, and 
God must exist in Himself before He re­
vealls Himself to others. Both logically 
and ontologically, incomparability pre­
cedes similarity. It is the ultimate refer­
ence point for everything we say about 
God. A great deal can indeed be said 
about Him-that, after all, is what reli­
gion and revelation are all about-but 
once said, it must also be negated. Our 
doctrines, dogmas, theologies, and phi­
losophies exist like other things, which is 
to say that they also are He/not He. Dis­
cerning the modalities and relationships, 
distinguishing the true from the false and 
the more true from the less true, is the 
essence of wisdom. 

When Ibn al-'Arabi speaks about 
God's attributes and acts, he has in view 
the divine similarity. In this respect 
many things can be attributed leo God, 
although it is best to observe courtesy 
(adab) by attributing to Him only that 
which He has attributed to Himself in 
revelation. What He has attributed to 
Himself is epitomized by His names and 
attributes, the discussion of which delin­
eates Ibn al-'Arabi's fundamental ap­
proach to the exposition of the nature of 
things. The attributes are reflected in the 
acts, i.e., all things found in the cosmos. 
God's "power" is reflected passively in 
everything He has made and actively in 
suns, volcanoes, seas, bees, human be­
ings, and other creatures. His Hearing is 
found in every animal and pe~rhaps in 9 
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plants as well. His Speech is certainly re­
flected in the cries, calls, and chirps of 
animals; but only in the same way that a 
glowing ember may be said to manifest 
the light of the sun. Only in the human 
being, the crown of that creation with 
which we are familiar, can speech reach a 
station where it expresses intelligence 
and truth and, in prayer, becomes dis­
course between man and God. "Call 
upon Me," says God in the Koran-to 
man, not to monkeys or parrots- "and I 
will answer you" (40:60). 

For Ibn al-'Arabi the divine names are 
the primary reference points in respect to 
which we can gain knowledge of the cos­
mos. In the Futu~iit he constantly dis­
cusses words and technical terms that 
were employed by theologians, philoso­
phers, and Sufis before him. For exam­
ple, he has chapters devoted to many of 
the states (a~wiil) and stations (maqiimiit) 
that are discussed in detail in Sufi works. 
These represent the psychological, moral, 
and spiritual attributes and perspectives 
that mark degrees of spiritual growth 
which travelers on the path to God must 
experience, assimilate, and in most cases 
pass beyond. Examples include attributes 
that are paired and usually must be actu­
alized together, such as hope and fear, 
expansion and contraction, intoxication 
and sobriety, annihilation and subsis­
tence; and other attributes which are 
viewed as marking a kind of ascending 
hierarchy, such as awakening, repen­
tance, self-examination, meditation, as­
cetic discipline, abstinence, renunciation, 
desire, refinement, sincerity, confidence, 
satisfaction, gratitude, humility, joy, 
certainty, courtesy, remembrance, good­
doing, wisdom, inspiration, love, jeal­
ousy, ecstasy, tasting, immersion, reali­
zation, and unity. 5 Ibn al-' Arabi devotes 
about 200 chapters of the Futu~iit to such 
terminology. The point to be made here 
is that his characteristic mode of ap­
proach is to discuss briefly what previous 
masters have said about these qualities 
and then to bring out what he calls the 
"divine root" (al-a~l al-iliihl) or the "di-

IO vine support" (al-mustanad al-iliihl) of the 

quality in question. What is it about God 
-Allah, the all-comprehensive Reality­
that allows such a quality to be mani­
fested in existence in the first place and 
then to be assumed by a human being? In 
a few cases the answer is immediately 
clear. "Love" is attributed to God in 
many places in the Koran, so the love 
that the spiritual traveler acquires must 
be a reflection of that divine love. But 
in most cases the divine root can only 
be brought out by a subtle analysis of 
Koranic verses and hadiths. Invariably, 
these analyses circle around the names 
and attributes that are ascribed to God in 
the revealed texts. 

It must be concluded-from the 
above and a great deal more evidence 
that will present itself naturally in the 
course of the present book-that the di­
vine names are the single most important 
concept to be found in Ibn al-'Arabi's 
works. Everything, divine or cosmic, is 
related back to them. Neither the Divine 
Essence nor the most insignificant crea­
ture in the cosmos can be understood 
without reference to them. It is true that 
the Essence is unknown in Itself, but it is 
precisely the Essence that is named by 
the names. 6 There are not two realities, 
Essence and name, but a single reality 
-the Essence-which is called by a spe­
cific name in a given context and from a 
particular point of view. A single person 
may be father, son, brother, husband, 
and so on without becoming many peo­
ple. By knowing the person as "father" 
we know him, but that does not mean 
we know him as brother. Likewise, by 
knowing any name of God we know 
God, but not necessarily in respect of an­
other name, nor in respect to His very 
Self or Essence. 

In the same way, God's creatures 
must be known in terms of the divine 
names for any true knowledge to accrue. 
Every attribute possessed by a creature 
can be traced back to its ontological root, 
God Himself The existence of the crea­
ture derives from God's Being, its 
strength from God's power, its aware­
ness from God's knowledge, and so on. 
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Obviously there are many more attri­
butes in creation than those delineated by 
the ninety-nine Most Beautiful Names. 
So the task of explaining the divine root 
of a thing through language is not at all 
straightforward. 7 If it were, the Futii~at 
would fill 100 pages instead of 17,000. 
However this may be, it is sufficient for 
present purposes to realize that the Es­
sence manifests Itself in the divine 
names, and the names in turn are re­
vealed through the divine acts. 

The Divine Acts 

The term "acts" has many synonyms 
that Ibn al-'Arabi is more likely to em­
ploy, though each synonym has its own 
connotations and nuances that can only 
become clear when it is explained in de­
tail and employed in context. Acts are 
found in the intermediate domain known 
as existence, so their state remains for­
ever ambiguous. To what extent they re­
flect the light of Being is always at issue. 
The word acts itself implies their exis­
tence, since the acts pertain to the Divine 
Presence, and by definition God is Sheer 
Being. In a similar way the synonymous 
term "creatures" (khalq, makhliiqat) de­
mands that the acts be the result of the 
activity of the divine name "Creator" 
(khaliq), whose business is to bring 
things out from nonexistence into exis­
tence. Here also, the term emphasizes the 
light of Being reflected in the things of 
the cosmos. Another common term 
applied to anything in the cosmos is 
"form" (~iira). As Ibn al-'Arabi says, 
"There is nothing in the cosmos but 
forms" (II 682.20). But the term "form" 
normally calls to mind a second reality 
which the form manifests. X is the form 
of y. This second reality is often called 
the "meaning" (ma'nti) of the form. 

At first sight the term "existents" 
(mawjiidat) clearly affirms the reality of 
the created things, but a more careful 
analysis makes it ambiguous, since exis-

tence itself stands in an intermediary situ­
ation. Nevertheless, we can contrast "ex­
istents" with "nonexistents" (ma'diimat), 
in which case a clear distinction must be 
drawn. Here the point is that there are 
degrees of participation in the light of 
Being. 

Those things that are "existent" can be 
"found" in the outside world through 
our senses. But those things that are 
"nonexistents" cannot be found. How­
ever, they are not pure nothingness, 
since "nonexistence" is an ambiguous 
category, not too much different from 
existence. The nonexistence of the things 
is clearly a relative (iqafi) matter. For ex­
ample, a person may claim that galaxies 
are nonexistent, and in relationship to his 
understanding, this may be a true state­
ment. On another level, your fantasies 
are nonexistent for me, existent for you. 
On the cosmic level, any creature which 
can be found in the outside world is exis­
tent as long as it continues to be found 
there. But when it is destroyed or dies or 
decays, it ceases to be found in its origi­
nal form, so it is nonexistent. 

Any creature that God has not yet 
brought into existence is also nonexis­
tent, though it certainly exists in some 
mode, since it is an object of God's 
knowledge. It is "found" with God. He 
knows that He will bring it into the cos­
mos at a certain time and place, so it ex­
ists with Him, but is nonexistent in the 
cosmos. 

Ibn al-'Arabi employs the term "ob­
jects of [God's] knowledge" (ma'liimat) 
synonymously with the term "nonexis­
tent things." Both terms denote things or 
creatures as found with God "before" or 
"after" they have existed in the cosmos. 
However, it needs to be kept in mind 
that these things never "leave" God's 
knowledge, so everything existent in the 
cosmos at this moment is also a "nonex­
istent object of knowledge." Here again 
its situation is ambiguous. 

One of the more common and proba-
bly best known terms that Ibn al-'Arabi 
employs for the nonexistent objects of 
God's knowledge is "immutable entity" I I 
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('ayn thabita). Entity here is synonymous 
with "thing" (shay'), and "thing," as 
should be apparent from the way I have 
been employing the term all along, is 
"one of the most indefinite of the indefi­
nites" (min ankar al-nakirat), since it can 
be applied to anything whatsoever, exis­
tent or nonexistent (though it is not nor­
mally applied to God as Being). The "ex­
istent things" are the creatures of the 
cosmos (though never ceasing to be non­
existent objects of God's knowledge). 
The "nonexistent things" are objects of 
knowledge, also called the "immutable 
entities." These things or entities are im­
mutable because they never change, just 
as God's knowledge never changes. He 
knows them for all eternity. Here of 
course we enter onto the very slippery 
ground of free will and predestination, 
one of Ibn al-'Arabi's favorite topics. 

When discussing wujud, the central 
concern of the Muslim Peripatetics such 
as A vicenna, Ibn al-'Arabi often borrows 
the Peripatetic term wajib al-wujud, Nec­
essary Being, that which by its very na­
ture is and cannot not be; this is what we 
have been referring to as "Being." In this 
context the entities are called the "possi­
ble things" (mumkinat), since they may or 
may not exist in the cosmos. In respect 
to their own possibility, which is their 
defining characteristic, their relationship 
to existence and nonexistence is the 
same. An "immutable entity" is a nonex­
istent possible thing. If God "gives pre­
ponderance" (tatjl~) to the side of exis­
tence over nonexistence, it becomes an 
existent entity, an existent possible thing. 
Like "entity" and "thing" and unlike 
"existent," the ontological status of a 
possible thing has to be specified. 

These few words that are employed in 
various contexts as synonyms for the 
term "acts" all share a certain ambiguity 
in terms of their referents. To repeat, this 
is because they are used to describe the 
domain of existent things, which is am­
biguous by nature. Only Being-the 
Necessary Being-is absolutely unques­
tionable and unambiguous. But since It is 

12 utterly free of every limitation that can 

be applied to anything else, we can only 
know It by negating from It all the am­
biguities of "that which is other than Be­
ing." Things, immutable entities, exis­
tent entities, acts, creatures, existents, 
nonexistents, possible things, and any­
thing else we can name are in themselves 
"Not He." This is what might be called 
God's radical transcendence, His utter 
and absolute incomparability. From this 
point of view, true knowledge of God 
can only come through negation. This is 
the classical position of much of Islamic 
theology, but, however essential and 
true, it must be complemented-in Ibn 
al-'Arabi's view-with the acknowledg­
ment that the acts do possess a certain 
derivative actuality and existence, all the 
more so since we are situated in their 
midst and cannot ignore them. Every­
thing other than God is Not He, which 
means that everything other than God is 
not Reality, not Being, not Finding, not 
Knowledge, not Power, etc. Neverthe­
less, we do "find" the effects of these at­
tributes in the existent things, and this 
lets us know that He is present. "We are 
nearer to [man] than the jugular vein" 
(Koran 50:16). "Whithersoever you turn, 
there is the Face of God" (2:115). 

The Macrocosm 

The existent things are not scattered 
randomly, in spite of their ambiguous 
status. God is the Wise, and wisdom 
(~ikma) discerns the proper place of 
things and puts them where they belong. 
God is also "Uplifter of degrees" (raft' al­
darajat), so He arranges all things accord­
ing to the requirements of their own at­
tributes and qualities. This is the source 
of the "ranking in degrees" (tafoqul) al­
ready mentioned. These names provide 
important theological roots for the vari­
ous cosmological teachings found in the 
works of Muslim authors. Like many 
other Muslim cosmologists, Ibn al­
'Arabi bases his scheme largely on the 
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data of the Koran and the. Hadith. In the 
present work I can only provide a brief 
outline of the cosmos as he pictures it. 

The Koran and Hadith are full of 
terms, many of them presented as com­
plementary pairs, that suggest the di­
mensions of the cosmos: Light and dark­
ness, the heavens and the earth, this 
world and the next world, the origin and 
the return, spirit and body, life and 
death, sun and moon, day and night. All 
these Koranic pairs find an appropriate 
place in Ibn al-'Arabi's cosmology. To 
them must be added various sets of terms 
such as stars, planets, and mansions of 
the moon; earth, air, water, and fire; ani­
mals, plants, and inanimate objects; and 
so on throughout the natural universe. It 
is well known that few if any sacred texts 
pay as much attention as the Koran to 
natural phenomena, which the Koran 
calls the "signs" (ayat) of God. Add to 
these texts the indigenous knowledge of 
the Arabs and the Greek and Persian leg­
acies that were very early taken over by 
the Muslims, and one begins to have an 
idea of the rich sources of Islamic cos­
mology. 

To gain an overview oflbn al-'Arabi's 
system, it may be best to suggest some 
of the implications of one of the most ba­
sic and suggestive of all pairings, that of 
"light" (niir) and "darkness" (;;ulma). We 
have already seen that God is the Light of 
the heavens and the earth, and that Light 
is synonymous with Being. The "dark­
ness" which stands opposite this uncre­
ated Light of God is "nothingness," ab­
solute nonexistence. But there is also a 
created light that pertains to the cosmos. 
Niir, like wujiid, is applied to both God 
and the creatures. The angels (mala'ika), 
for example, are-according to the 
Prophet-created from light, which is to 
say that their very substance is woven 
from light. This is not the Light which is 
God, for God in Himself is infinitely in­
comparable, even with the greatest of the 
angels, all of whom are His creatures. So 
the light out of which the angels have 
been shaped and formed is the immediate 
radiance of Light or Being. Then there 

are other creatures who are dark in rela­
tion to the angels, since they have been 
made out of clay. These things cannot be 
pure and utter darkness, since they exist. 
Their light or existence is obscured by 
their distance from the Absolute Light 
which is the source of cosmic light, but it 
is real light. These creatures created out 
of relative darkness-that is, extremely 
dim light-inhabit the earth, which itself 
is basically "clay" (earth and water), 
though the more luminous elements, air 
and fire, also play important roles (the 
four elements are known as the "pillars" 
[arkan] of terrestrial existence). 

The slightest meditation on the rela­
tionship between light and darkness 
shows that they are relative things. In a 
dark room, a candle is a bright light, but 
in the desert at noon it is virtually nonex­
istent. Fireflies fill the nights of June with 
radiance, but no one finds them in the 
daytime. The moon is a marvelous lamp, 
but it quickly flees the scene when the 
sun appears. Much of the terminology 
that Ibn al-'Arabi employs in referring to 
existent things possesses this same rela­
tivity, and indeed one can say that every 
attribute that is applied to every existing 
thing in the universe has to be under­
stood in relative terms. This type of rela­
tivity fits into the category of "ranking in 
degrees" or tafo4ul. If an angel is made 
out of light, it is nevertheless dark in re­
lation to God. If a stone is dark, it is nev­
ertheless light in relation to nothingness. 
If one person is intelligent, someone can 
always be found who is more intelligent. 
The only absolutes are the Divine Es­
sence on the one hand and "nothingness" 
on the other. These are the two poles be­
tween which the cosmos takes shape. 

All the basic terms that Ibn al-'Arabi 
employs to describe the structure of the 
cosmos must be viewed in relative terms. 
When we say that there are "two" basic 
kinds of existent, those made of light and 
those made of clay, this means that pure 
created light and pure clay are, relatively 
speaking, two cosmic poles. Between 
them all the existent things in the cosmos 
are arranged according to any attribute 13 
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that one wants to take into account. 
When Ibn al-'Arabi speaks about the "hi­
erarchy of the cosmos" (tartlb al-'alam), as 
he does in great detail in many passages 
of the Futu~at, he has in view the various 
degrees of existence or finding, the "on­
tological levels" (maratib al-wujua) of the 
universe, or in other words, the various 
degrees in which the creatures participate 
in the Divine Presence. But when he has 
in view the various positive divine attri­
butes such as knowledge, power, or gen­
erosity, then he uses the term ta.fo4ul or 
ranking in degrees to describe how each 
creature reflects or participates in these 
attributes to a different extent. 

Some of the most important pairs of 
terms that are used to relate the existent 
things to the two poles of the cosmos are 
luminous (nuranl) and dark (?ulman!), 
subtle (latff) and dense (kathif), spiritual 
(rn~anl) and corporeal (jismanl), unseen 
(ghayb) and visible (shahada), high ('ulwl) 
and low (sujll). Each term designates a 
relative situation. What is subtle in rela­
tion to one thing is dense in relation to 
another. When it is said that the angels 
are luminous, subtle, spiritual, unseen, 
and high, a relationship is envisaged with 
all those things that are dark, dense, cor­
poreal, visible, and low. It is not forgot­
ten that the angels are in fact dark and 
dense in relationship to the infinite Light 
of God. 

Viewed in the context of relative con­
trast and conflict, each attribute is taken 
to be incompatible with its opposite. 
This means that the angels have no direct 
relationship with the things of the corpo­
real world. Light does not perceive the 
darkness, nor does darkness comprehend 
the light. The angels are pure unitive 
awareness, while the corporeal things, as 
such, are conglomerations of uncon­
scious parts and conflicting bits. Each 
part, which may be viewed as a relatively 
independent corporeal thing, has come 
into existence through a temporary mar­
riage of the four elements in a specific 
balance that gives it its elemental charac­
teristics (e.g., the ascending or fiery ele-

14 ment may dominate over the descending 

or earthy element). But viewed as a con­
tinuous hierarchy, the existent things are 
ranged between the most intense created 
light and the most intense darkness ( = 
the least intense light), and this tells us 
that there must be innumerable degrees 
of intermediate creatures between "pure" 
light and "pure" darkness. In this con­
text, it needs to be remembered, "pure" 
means the most intense in existence; it 
does not signify absolute, since Absolute 
Light is God, while absolute darkness is 
sheer nothingness. 8 These intermediate 
degrees are known as barzakhs (literally 
"isthmuses"). 

A barzakh is something that stands be­
tween and separates two other things, 
yet combines the attributes of both. 
Strictly speaking, every existent thing is 
a barzakh, since everything has its own 
niche between two other niches within 
the ontological hierarchy known as the 
cosmos. "There is nothing in existence 
but barzakhs, since a barzakh is the ar­
rangement of one thing b~tween two 
other things . . . , and existence has no 
edges ((araf)" (III 156.27). Existence itself 
is a barzakh between Being and nothing­
ness. In the hierarchy of worlds which 
makes up the cosmos, the term barzakh 
refers to an intermediate world standing 
between the luminous or spiritual world 
and the dark or corporeal world. The 
term is relative, like other cosmological 
terms, but it helps us to situate existent 
things in the cosmos with a bit more pre­
cision. Instead of saying that things are 
either spiritual or corporeal, we can now 
say that they may also be barzakhl, that is 
to say, neither spiritual nor corporeal but 
somewhere in between. 

The term barzakh is often used to refer 
to the whole intermediate realm between 
the spiritual and the corporeal. In this 
sense the term is synonymous with the 
World of Imagination (khayal) or Images 
(mithal). From this perspective, there are 
basically three kinds of existent things: 
spiritual, imaginal or barzakhl, and cor­
poreal. The imaginal world is more real 
than the corporeal world, since it is situ­
ated closer to the World of Light, though 
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it is less real than the spiritual and lumi­
nous realm of the angels. "Imaginary" 
things possess a certain kinship with ima­
ginal things, but only as a sort of weak 
reverberation. Nevertheless, we can gain 
help in understanding the nature of the 
World of Imagination by reflecting upon 
our own mental experience of imagina­
tion. 

The most specific characteristic of the 
things found within the domain of imag­
ination, on whatever level it is consid­
ered, is their intermediary and ambigu­
ous status. When we understand the pairs 
of terms mentioned above as extreme 
"poles" or as relatively absolute ontolog­
ical situations, then we can see that noth­
ing found on the imaginal level corre­
sponds to one or the other of the two 
poles. Imaginal existents are neither lu­
minous nor dark, neither spiritual nor 
corporeal, neither subtle nor dense, nei­
ther high nor low. In every case they arc 
somewhere in between, which is to say 
that they are "both/and." When we con­
sider the pairs of terms which denote the 
extremes as relative terms, then all of 
them apply to imagination, depending 
on the perspective. Imaginal things are 
subtle in relation to the corporeal world, 
but dense in relation to the spiritual 
world. They are luminous in relation to 
visible things, but dark in relation to un­
seen things. Ibn al-'Arabi often employs 
expressions like "corporealization of the 
spirits" (tajassud al-arwa~) and "spirituali­
zation of the corporeal bodies" (taraw~un 
al-ajsam) to explain what sorts of events 
take place in the imaginal realm. It is 
here, he says, that the friends of God 
have visions of past prophets or that, af­
ter death, all the works of a person will 
be given back to him in a form appropri­
ate to the intention and reality behind the 
work, not in the form of the work itself. 

Those Muslim thinkers who deal with 
the imaginal world-and there are 
many, as Corbin's researches have helped 
to show9-love to point to dreams as 
our most direct and common experience 
of its ontological status. In the dream 
world, the things we perceive share in 

the luminosity of our own conscious­
ness, yet they are presented to us as cor­
poreal and dense things, not as disem­
bodied spirits. Since the World of Spirits 
manifests directly the unity of the: divine, 
angels have no "parts," while the world 
of corporeal things appears to us as in­
definite multiplicity. But the world of 
dreams combines unity and multiplicity. 
A single dreaming subject perceives a 
multiplicity of forms and things that in 
fact are nothing but his own single self. 
Their manyness is but the mode that the 
one consciousness assumes in displaying 
various facets of itself. 

It was just said that the most specific 
characteristic of imaginal things is their 
intermediary and ambiguous situation. 
From everything we have said about ex­
istent things in general, it should be clear 
that all existent things share in a similar 
ambiguity, since they are neither Being 
nor nothingness, but somewhere in be­
tween. Existence as a whole, as was said 
above, is a barzakh, an intermediary 
realm between Being and nothingness. 
Hence existence as a whole can be called 
"imagination." When Ibn al-'Arabi uses 
the term imagination, he most often has 
in mind the intermediary realm between 
the spiritual and corporeal worlds. But 
sometimes he means existence per se. In 
a f(;w passages he clarifies the distinction 
between the two kinds of imagination by 
calling the cosmos "nondelimited imagi­
nation" (al-khayal al-mutlaq) and the im­
aginal world "delimited imagination" (al­
khayal al-muqayyad). The accompanying 
diagram shows the overall structure of 
Ibn al-'Arabi's most elementary cosmo­
logical scheme. Note that there are two 
intermediary domains, existence as such 
( = nondelimited imagination), which 
stands between Being and nothingness, 
and the imaginal world ( = delimited 
imagination), which stands between the 
spiritual and the corporeal worlds. 

It needs to be kept in mind that the 
cosmos is "imagination" only in the spe­
cific sense of the term as defined above. 
In no sense does this imply that things 
"out there" are imaginary, any more I:S 
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Nondelimited Imagination. (Ibn al-'Arabl de­
scribes nondelimited imagination as a "horn 
made out of light" [I 306, translated in Chap­
ter 7]) 

than we ourselves are imaginary. We 
ourselves are part of the cosmos and par­
take of its ontological status, and it pro­
vides our only path to true knowledge of 
ourselves and of God. Moreover, the 
cosmos is God's imagination, not our 
imagination. He imagines everything 
other than Himself, but by so doing, He 
gives all things a certain mode of real and 
seemingly independent existence. This 
nondelimited imagination of God is also 
God's self-manifestation (~uhur) or self­
disclosure (tajalll), terms that will be dis­
cussed in detail as we go along. For now, 
it is sufficient to look at one implication 
of the term "self-manifestation." 

According to the Koran (57:3), God is 
the Outward or Manifest (~ahir) and the 
Inward or Nonmanifest (ba(in). It can be 

16 said that God is Nonmanifest in the sense 

that His Essence in Itself remains forever 
unknown to the creatures, while He is 
Manifest inasmuch as the cosmos reveals 
something of His names and attributes. 
The question arises as to which divine at­
tributes are revealed by the divine acts. 
The answer is that, generally speaking, 
every name of God has loci of manifesta­
tion (ma:?ahir; sing.: ma:?har) in the cos­
mos, some obvious and some hid.den. 
The universe as a whole manifests all the 
names of God. Within the existent things 
is found every attribute of Being in some 
mode or another. Even such attributes as 
incomparability and unknowability that 
apply in a strict sense only to the Essence 
can be found in a relative sense among 
the possible things. Or again, one could 
say that every divine attribute is found in 
an absolute sense in God alone, but in a 
relative sense in the creatures. The cos­
mos considered as a single whole is the 
locus of manifestation for all the divine 
names, or what comes down to the same 
thing, for the name Allah, which is the 
name that brings together all the other 
names. Hence, says Ibn al-'Arabi, God 
created the cosmos in His own image, 
or, to use a better translation of the Ara­
bic term sura, in His own "form." So 
also, as th~ Prophet reported, "God cre­
ated Adam upon His own form." Hence 
the universe is a great man (insan ka­
blr), 10 while man is a "small universe" 
('alam ~aghlr). 

The Microcosm 

So far we have been leaving human 
beings out of the picture. The reason 
should be obvious: They do not fit neatly 
into any of the categories discussed so 
far. Are they corporeal things? Yes, but 
they also have a spiritual dimension. Are 
they dense, dark, low? Yes, but also-in 
their inward dimensions, at least poten­
tially-subtle, luminous, and high. In 
other words, human beings can be de-
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scribed by most if not all of the attributes 
that are attributed to the cosmos. Speak­
ing about the general human situation 
without reference to specific individuals, 
it can be said that human beings embrace 
a hierarchy of all things within existence, 
from the most luminous to the darkest. 
They were created from God's Spirit 
breathed into the clay of this world 
(Koran 15:28-29, 32:7-9, 38:71-72), 
so they combine the most intense light 
of existence and awareness with the 
dullest and most inanimate dust of the 
universe. 

The microcosm reflects the macro­
cosm in two ways which are of particular 
significance for Ibn al-'Arabi's teachings: 
as a hierarchy of existence and as a divine 
form, a theomorphic entity. The three 
basic worlds of the macrocosm-the 
spiritual, imaginal, and corporeal-are 
represented in man by the spirit (rn~). 
soul (nafs), and body (jism). That the 
spirit should be spiritual and the body 
corporeal presents no difficulties. But 
what does it mean to say that the soul 
pertains to the imaginal world? 

The human spirit is also God's spirit. 
The Koran attributes the spirit breathed 
into Adam to God with the pronouns 
"His" (32:9) and "My" (15:29, 38:72). 
Hence this spirit is called the "attributed 
spirit" (al-rn~ al-iqafi), i.e., attributed to 
God, a term which suggests its ambigu­
ous status, both divine and human at 
once. The spirit possesses all the spiritual 
or angelic attributes, such as luminosity, 
subtlety, awareness, and oneness. Clay 
stands at the opposite pole of the existent 
cosmos: dark, dense, multiple, dispersed. 
No connection can be established be­
tween the one and the many, the lumi­
nous and the dark, without an intermedi­
ary, which in man's case is the soul, the 
locus of our individual awareness. The 
spirit is aware of God, though not of 
anything less than God. But we-at least 
before we have refined our own souls 
-have no awareness of the spirit. Clay 
is unaware of anything at all. The soul, 
which develops gradually as a human be­
ing grows and matures, becomes aware 

of the world with which it is put in 
touch in a never-ending process of self­
discovery and self-finding. Ultimately it 
may attain to complete harmony with 
the spirit. 

The soul is luminous and dark, subtle 
and dense, one and many. In some hu­
man beings its luminous or ascending 
tendency dominates, in others its dark or 
descending tendency. Here the Koranic 
revelation uses the language of guidance 
and misguidance, prophets and satans. 
Without discussing this question, it is 
easy to see that there must be a vast hier­
archy of souls, ranging from the most 
spirit-like luminosity to the most clay­
like darkness. The soul-that is to say 
our own self-awareness-represents an 
unlimited possibility for development, 
whether upward, downward, or side­
ways. 

Just as the soul can be spoken about in 
terms of the single divine and cosmic at­
tribute of light, so also it can be dis­
cussed in terms of every name of God. 
"God created Adam upon His own 
form" means that He placed within man 
every one of His own attributes, just as 
He placed all of His attributes within the 
cosmos. But in the cosmos they are scat­
tered and dispersed, while in man they 
are gathered and concentrated. In the 
cosmos the divine names are relatively 
differentiated (mufa~~al), while in man 
they are relatively undifferentiated (muj­
mal). The growth of the human soul, the 
process whereby it moves from darkness 
to light, is also a growth from death to 
life (~ayat), ignorance to knowledge 
('ilm), listlessness to desire (irada), weak­
ness to power (qudra), dumbness to 
speech (kalam), meanness to generosity 
(jud), and wrongdoing to justice (qis(). 
In each case the goal is the actualization 
of a divine attribute in the form of 
which man was created, but which 
remains a relative potentiality as long 
as man does not achieve it fully. All the 
"states" and "stations" mentioned earlier 
can be seen as stages in the process of 
actualizing one or more of the divine 
names. 17 
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Cosmic Dynamics 

In most of the previous discussion, the 
macrocosm and microcosm have been 
envisaged as relatively static entities. But 
a little meditation upon the human state 
has been sufficient to remind us that the 
microcosm hardly stands still. Humans 
may be made of three worlds, but the re­
lationship among the worlds does not re­
main the same throughout a person's life. 
People may have been created in the di­
vine form, but there is an immeasurable 
difference between someone who has 
brought out the divine knowledge and 
power which had previously been latent 
within himself and someone else who has 
remained ignorant and weak. And just as 
the microcosm represents a gradual man­
ifestation of the divine names, so also 
does the macrocosm. 

The outstanding feature of the cosmos 
is its ambiguous status, the fact that it is 
He/not He. In other terms, the cosmos is 
imagination, and imagination is that 
which stands in an intermediary situation 
between affirmation and denial. About it 
one says "both this and that," or, "nei­
ther this nor that." The universe is nei­
ther Being nor nothingness, or both Be­
ing and nothingness. It is "existence" in 
the way this term has been defined. This 
description of the cosmos is basically 
static and nontemporal. What happens 
when we take time into consideration? 
Another dimension of ambiguity is 
added. In other words, if we take an ex­
istent thing at any moment in time with­
out reference to past or future and try to 
define its situation, we will come up 
with a hazy sort of definition, a not very 
successful attempt to pinpoint its situa­
tion between Being and nothingness and 
in relation to the divine names. But if we 
look at that thing in the next moment in 
time, ambiguity has increased, since the 
situation has changed, relationships have 
altered, and we need a new definition in 
order to take the changes into account. 
Just as no two things in the cosmos con-

I 8 sidered synchronistically are exactly the 

same-since each fits into its own partic­
ular niche on each of the cosmic hier­
archies that are defined by luminosity, 
knowledge, power, and the other divine 
attributes-so also no single thing con­
sidered temporally is exactly the same in 
two successive moments. This is Ibn al­
'Arabl's well-known doctrine of the "re­
newal of creation at each instant" (tajdld 
al-khalq .fi'l-iiniit), a term derived from 
such Koranic verses as, "No indeed, but 
they are in confusion as to a new creation 
(khalq jadld)" (50:15). 

All things change constantly because 
none of them is the Essence of God, 
which alone is absolutely changeless and 
eternal. Certain angelic or other creatures 
may survive for countless aeons and 
from our point of view appear to be 
"eternal," but in the end, "Everything is 
annihilated except His Face" (Koran 28: 
88). Compared to Eternity, the longest 
duration imaginable is but the blink of an 
eye. Moreover, no angel remains fixed in 
its place. Angels have wings-two, 
three, and four according to the Koran 
(35:1)-so they flap them. Every flap 
takes them to a new situation. Galaxies 
may last from one "big bang" to the 
next, or the universe may exist "steadily" 
and "forever." But one glance allows us 
to understand that physical reality is con­
stantly changing, slowly or quickly. If 
we need the tools of modern physics, we 
can employ them to convince ourselves 
that "solidity" and permanence are but il­
lusions. When the veil is lifted, says the 
Koran, "You will see the mountains, that 
you supposed to be fixed, passing by like 
clouds" (27:88). 

All things change constantly because 
"Each day He is upon some task" (Koran 
55:29). God's tasks (shu'iin), says Ibn al­
'Arabl, are the creatures, and His "day" 
(yawm) is the indivisible moment (iin). 
Each instant God's relationship to every 
existent thing in the cosmos changes, 
since each instant He undertakes a new 
task. To employ another of Ibn al­
'Arabl's favorite expressions, "Self-dis­
closure never repeats itself" (Iii takriir fi'l­
tajalll). In the traditional Islamic world, 
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brides were kept veiled from their hus­
bands until the wedding night. Then 
came jilwa, "the removal of the bride's 
veil." From the same root we have the 
word tajalll, "self-disclosure" or "God's 
unveiling Himself to the creatures." The 
cosmos, made upon God's form, is His 
unveiling, and He never repeats the man­
ner in which He shows His Face, for He 
is infinite and unconstricted. The Divine 
Vastness (al-tawassu' al-ilahl) forbids rep­
etition. 

The evanescent and changing nature 
of existence, or the cosmos as ever-re­
newed creation and never-repeated di­
vine self-disclosure, is evoked by one of 
Ibn al-'Arabi's best-known names for the 
substance of the universe, the "Breath of 
the All-merciful" (nafas al-ra~man). God 
breathes out, and while breathing, He 
speaks. But only His Speech is eternal, 
not His spoken words as words. Every 
word appears for an instant only to dis­
appear from the created cosmos forever 
(though it remains immutably present in 
His knowledge). Every part of every ex­
istent thing is a "letter" (~arf) of God. 
The creatures are words (kalima) spelled 
out by the letters, the trajectory of a 
creature's existence is a sentence (jumla), 
and each world a book (kitab). All the 
words and all the books are uttered by 
the All-merciful, for God "embraces all 
things in mercy and knowledge" (Koran 
40:7). Through knowledge He knows all 
things, both in their nonexistent state as 
immutable entities and in their existent 
state as things in the cosmos. Through 
mercy He has pity on the nonexistent 
things by answering their prayers to be 
given existence. For possibility (imkan) is 
a prayer, a call to the Necessary Being, 
who at every instant recreates the cosmos 
in a new form as the sun throws out 
fresh light. His infinite Mercy-identi­
fied by Ibn al-'Arabi's followers explic­
itly with Being Itself-answers every 
prayer for existence. 

When considering the transformations 
and transmutations undergone by the 
cosmos at each instant, it is well to re­
member that from a certain point of 

view the direction of the movement is 
away from the Center, just as light 
shines out only to dissipate itself in indef­
inite distance, and words are uttered only 
to dissolve into space. It is true that ev­
erything returns to God. This is a Ko­
ranic leitmotif and a principle of Islamic 
belief. But the mode of return is different 
from the mode of appearance. As Ibn al­
'Arabi points out, the corporeal universe 
continues moving down and away from 
its spiritual root. 11 Nevertheless, things 
disappear only to be taken back to God. 
The Return takes place in a "dimension" 
of reality different from that of the Orig­
ination. Ibn al-'Arabi declares that every­
thing which disappears from manifesta­
tion goes back to nonmanifestation from 
whence it arose. Every death is a birth 
into another world, every disappearance 
an appearance elsewhere. But the overall 
movement never reverses itself, since the 
cosmic roads know only one-way traffic. 
To return to "there" from "here," we 
have to take a different route than the 
one by which we came. 

The Return to God 

All things return to God, but most of 
them go back in roughly the same form 
in which they came. Speaking for the an-

. gels, Gabriel is quoted as saying, "None 
of us there is but has a known station" 
(Koran 37:164). Ibn al-'Arabi remarks 
that his words apply in fact to every kind 
of creature except two: human beings 
and jinn. 12 A pear tree enters this world 
as a pear tree and never leaves as a pump-
kin. A rhinoceros does not become a 
monkey or a mouse. Only human beings 
(leaving jinn out of the picture) come 
into the universe as a tremendous poten­
tiality for growth and maturation, but 
also for deviation, degradation, and de­
formation. Outwardly they remain hu­
man as long as they stay in this world, 
but inwardly they may become almost 
anything at all. They come in as men, 19 
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but they may leave as pumpkins or mon­
keys or pigs. 

On the one hand, human beings re­
turn to God by the same invisible route 
followed by other creatures. They are 
born, they live, they die, and they are 
gone, no one knows where. The same 
thing happens to a bee or an oak tree. 
This is what Ibn al-'Arabi and others call 
the "compulsory return" (rujii' iq(iriirl) to 
God. Whether we like it or not, we will 
travel that route. "0 man, you are labor­
ing toward your Lord laboriously, and 
you shall encounter Him!" (Koran 84:6). 
On the other hand human beings possess 
certain gifts which allow them to choose 
their own route of return (this is the 
"voluntary return," rujii' ikhtiyiirl). Man 
can follow the path laid down by this 
prophet or that, or he can follow his own 
"caprice" (hawii) and whims. Each way 
takes him back to God, but God has 
many faces, not all of them pleasant to 
meet. "Whithersoever you turn, there is 
the Face of God" (2:115), whether in this 
world or the next. If we want to know 
what these faces are like, we can get a 
rough idea by meditating upon the "di­
vine roots" of all things, God's names. 
He is full of Mercy (ra~ma), but He is not 
above showing His Wrath (ghaqab). He is 
the Forgiver (al-ghafor) and the Blessing­
giver (al-mun'im), but He is also the 
Avenger (al-muntaqim) and the Terrible in 
Punishment (shadld al-'iqiib). Each of 
these names represents a "face" of God, 
and no one can think that the properties 
(a~kiim) of each name are the same. Para­
dise, says Ibn al-'Arabi, is the locus of 
manifestation for God's mercy, while 
hell is the locus of manifestation for His 
wrath. 

What will decide the divine face to 
which a person returns? This is one of 
the most complex of all issues, not least 
because it immediately moves us into the 
realm of free will and predestination, one 
of the most puzzling of all questions that 
arise when the divine things (al-iliihiyyiit) 
are discussed. The brief answer to the 
question, "Are we free?" (or, "Are we 

20 predestined?") is "Yes and no," and it re-

mains to sort out the different perspec­
tives from which our ambiguous situa­
tion can be understood. For the present, 
we will look only at the freedom that 
sets human beings apart from other crea­
tures and allows them to "choose" their 
route of return to the Divine Reality. 
Later Ibn al-'Arabi will be quoted on the 
subtleties of various divine relationships 
which counterbalance the appearance of 
freedom. But we need to begin with the 
fact that human beings experience them­
selves as free agents and that their free­
dom is sufficiently real in the divine 
scheme of things for God to have sent 
thousands of messengers warning human 
beings to make proper use of it. 

The divine root of human freedom 
and of the fact that we· choose the route 
by which we return to God is the fact 
that God created man upon His own 
form. In its primordial nature (fitra) 
every human microcosm is the outward 
form (~iira) of an inward meaning (ma'nii) 
that is named "Allah." Allah, the all­
comprehensive name, denotes not only 
the Essence of God but also the sum total 
of every attribute that the Essence as­
sumes in relationship to the creatures. 
However, human beings do not enter the 
world as full-fledged divine forms. They 
start out as a sort of infinite potentiality 
for actualizing the all-comprehensive 
name. At the beginning they are only 
empty shells, the dimmest of apparitions 
dancing on the farthest of walls. Between 
the apparition and Absolute Light stands 
a yawning chasm, an endless void. True, 
the apparition in relation to absolute 
darkness is light, but in effect it is 
shadow. To connect the apparition to the 
Light which it manifests is the human 
task. This involves a process through 
which light is intensified and darkness 
overcome. The dim apparition remains 
on the wall for all to see-the body re­
mains a fixed reality until death-but the 
human consciousness travels in the direc­
tion of the Light. 

Different people make different 
choices. Some prefer to play with appari­
tions, some seek out various degrees of 
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light, some turn their gaze to the Abso­
lute Light and can be satisfied with noth­
ing less. The degrees of light's intensity 
are practically limitless. Every degree can 
become a person's waystation (manzil), 
but a "waystation" exists only for the 
traveler to move on to the next. The 
journey goes on forever. How can the fi­
nite encompass the Infinite? 

All paths do not lead in the direction 
of Absolute Light. A person may con­
tinue to wander in apparitions in this 
world and the next, or become transfixed 
by one of the innumerable barzakhs or 
interworlds that fill the chasm. Here we 
meet the imponderables of human des­
tiny. Few are the human beings who 
have witnessed the interworlds with the 
clarity and perspicacity of Ibn al-'Arabi 
and returned to map them out. 

When human beings return to God, 
whether by compulsion or their own free 
choice, they go by way of the intermedi­
ate worlds. The general characteristics of 
these worlds have to be sought out in the 
divine names which they manifest. The 
Koran tells us to pray, "Guide us on the 
straight path" (1:5). Just as this straight 
path of return can be imagined as an as­
cent through an ever increasing intensity 
of light that opens up into the Infinite 
Light of God, so also it can be envisaged 
in terms of many other divine attributes. 
To increase in light is to increase in life, 
knowledge, desire, power, speech, gen­
erosity, justice, and so on. This is the 
process of actualizing all the divine 
names that are latent within the primor­
dial human nature by virtue of the divine 
form. 

Assuming the Traits of God 

One of the most common terms that 
Ibn al-'Arabi employs to describe the 
process whereby man comes to manifest 
the divine attributes is takhalluq, "assum­
ing the traits." The term must be under­
stood in relation to one of its root mean-

ings as found in the word khuluq, which 
may be translated as "character" in a gen­
eral sense or "character trait" in a specific 
sense. Its full connotations cannot be un­
derstood without reference to a few of its 
antecedents in the tradition. 

In the most important scriptural use 
of the term, the Koran addresses the 
Prophet, telling him that he has a "khuluq 
'a?lm" (68:4). English translators have 
rendered the expression as "mighty mo­
rality" (Arberry), "sublime nature" (Da­
wood), "tremendous nature" (Pickthall), 
"sublime morals" (Muhammad Ali), 
"sublime morality" (Habib), "tremen­
dous character" (Irving), etc. These 
translations show an attempt to bring out 
the term's moral and ethical connotations 
on the one hand and its ontological roots 
on the other, for it is separated only by 
pronunciation (not in the way it is writ­
ten) from the term khalq, "creation." For 
an Ibn al-'Arabi, the "tremendous char­
acter" of the Prophet has to do not only 
with the way he dealt with people, but 
also with the degree to which he had re­
alized the potentialities of his own pri­
mordial nature, created upon the form of 
God. Qualities such as generosity, jus­
tice, kindness, benevolence, piety, pa­
tience, gratitude, and every other moral 
virtue are nothing extraneous or super­
added to the human condition. On the 
contrary, they define the human condi­
tion in an ontological sense. Only by 
actualizing such qualities does one partic­
ipate in the fullness of existence and 
show forth the qualities of Being. 

Just as a person's character is referred 
to by the term khuluq, so also each of his 
moral traits, whether good or bad, is 
called by the same term. The word's plu-
ral, akhlaq, may be translated as "moral 
traits," though in a philosophical context 
it is usually rendered as "ethics." A few 
of the hadiths in which this term is em­
ployed can suggest some of the conno­
tations it carries in the tradition. The 
Prophet was asked, "Which part of faith 
is most excellent?" He replied, "A beau-
tiful character." "The most perfect of the 
faithful in faith is the most beautiful of 21 
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them in character." "The best thing in 
the Scale on the Day of Judgment will be 
a beautiful character." "Every religion 
has its moral character, and the moral 
character of Islam is modesty (al-~aya')." 
"The Prophet used to command people 
to observe noble character traits (makarim 
al-akhlaq)." "I was sent [as a prophet] to 
complete the beautiful character traits 
(~usn al-akhlaq)." "Among the best of 
you is the most beautiful in character 
traits. " 13 

It is not difficult to see the connection 
between good character traits and the di­
vine names. Note first of all that the ad­
jective "beautiful" employed in many of 
these hadiths is the same as that which is 
applied to the "Most Beautiful Names." 
Many moral traits are also divine attrib­
utes, such as repentance (corresponding 
to the name al-tawwah), faith (al-mu'min), 
generosity (al-karlm), justice (al-'adl, al­
muqsit), forgiveness (al-ghaffiir, al-gha­
for), pardon (al-'afo), patience (al-~ahur), 
gratitude (al-shakur), forbearance (al-~a­
llm), wisdom (al-~aktm), love (al-wadud), 
dutifulness (al-harr), and clemency (al­
ra'uf). Moreover, if the question is asked, 
"What are God's 'character traits'?," one 
can answer only by listing His names. 
For Ibn al-'Arabi, the expressions "as­
suming the character traits of God" (al­
takhalluq hi akhlaq Allah) and "assuming 
the traits of God's names" (al-takhalluq hi 
asma' Allah) are synonymous, and they 
are identical with the spiritual path of the 
Sufis. 

Theomorphic Ethics 

In Ibn al-'Arabl's way of looking at 
things, human beings assume many of 
the traits of God, to a certain degree and 
more than any other terrestrial creatures, 
as a matter of course by the fact of living 
a life in the divine/human form. A nor­
mal child cannot grow up without mani­
festing life, knowledge, desire, power, 

22 speech, hearing, sight, and other divine 

attributes. Especially significant here is 
the degree to which humans display the 
attributes of knowledge (or intelli­
gence'4) and speech, since these are fun­
damental in setting them apart from 
other creatures. The presence of the qual­
ities just mentioned (leaving aside for a 
moment the question of the intensity of 
their manifestation) is the mark of thea­
morphism and the sign of being human. 
But a person who aspires to become 
more than a human animal will have to 
actualize other divine qualities which are 
likely to remain latent in the "natural" 
human state, that is, those traits which 
have a specifically moral connotation, 
such as generosity, justice, forbearance, 
and gratitude. 

It must always be kept in mind that 
Sufi ethics, Ibn al-'Arabl's in particular, 
is grounded in ontology. In other words, 
noble character traits are not extraneous 
qualities that we might acquire if we as­
pire to become good human beings but 
which have no real bearing upon our 
mode of existence. On the contrary, they 
define our mode of existence, since they 
determine the extent to which we partici­
pate in the fullness of the Light of Being. 
It is easy to conceive of existence as light 
and to understand that a more intense 
light is a more intense existence, and that 
absolute Light is Sheer Being. But one 
must also understand every divine attri­
bute and moral trait as a mode-or color, 
if you like-of light. Absolute Being is 
sheer generosity. To gain proximity to 
Being by increasing the intensity of one's 
existence is to become more generous by 
the very nature of things. Greed, impa­
tience, injustice, cowardice, arrogance, 
and avarice are not only moral faults but 
also ontological lacks. They mark ·the 
weakness of the reflected Light of Being 
in the human individual. 15 

Everyone who has studied traditional 
ethics knows that one cannot become 
virtuous and ethical through wishy­
washy do-goodism. A work like Na~Ir 
al-Oin Tusl's Nasirean Ethics makes abun­
dantly clear that a key ingredient in the 
virtuous human soul is equilibrium 
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among the moral traits, and this depends 
on an intelligent and wise discernment of 
relationships and aspects. 16 Too much 
justice without generosity will end up in 
tyranny, and too much forgiveness with­
out justice will lead to chaos. In ethics 
and morality, balance is everything. So 
also is the case, Ibn al-'Arabi would add, 
in assuming the traits of the divine 
names, which is what ethics and morality 
are all about. It is especially difficult to 
assume the traits of the names because all 
the names do not stand on the same 
level. Hence, some must be displayed be­
fore others, and some must even be 
avoided until God bestows them on man 
in accordance with His wisdom. 

It is clear that a certain hierarchy exists 
among the names. For example, God 
does not do something (power) without 
wanting to (desire). He cannot desire to 
do something without discerning its situ­
ation (knowledge). And He cannot have 
knowledge without existing in the first 
place (life). Human attainment to gener­
osity and justice presupposes a certain 
degree of intelligence and speech. But 
where this question takes on special im­
portance is in divine names such as Mag­
nificent (al-mutakabbir), Overbearing 
(al-jabbiir), Overwhelming (al-qahhiir), 
Inaccessible (al- 'azlz), Tremendous (al­
'a?lm), and All-high (al-'ali). In Ibn al­
'Arabi's view, the person who actualized 
these qualities most patently was the 
Pharoah of the Koran, who said, "I am 
your lord the most high" (79:24). But we 
do not have to search that far, since most 
any office has its own would-be pharoah. 
Obviously these divine qualities cannot 
be displayed in isolation from other qual­
ities, or moral disaster ensues. 

The general principle that determines 
which names should be acquired and 
which should be avoided derives from 
the relative ontological status of the 
names. It can be stated succinctly in 
terms of the well-known prophetic say­
ing, "God's Mercy precedes His Wrath." 
This means that Mercy always takes pri­
ority over Wrath within the divine acts. 
The whole of the cosmos is nothing but 

the Breath of the All-merciful. Wrath, 
then, is an offshoot of mercy in relation 
to certain creatures. However, it may 
take aeons before those creatures realize 
that the wrath they had been tasting in 
the concrete form of infernal punishment 
was in fact mercy. From the human per­
spective, there is a real and fundamental 
diff'erence between mercy and wrath, 
even if, in the divine overview, wrath 
derives from and leads back to mercy. In 
short, mercy pertains to the very nature 
of Being Itself, so it encompasses "all 
things" (as the Koran insists [7:156, 
40:7]), but wrath is a subsidiary attribute 
of Being assumed in relation to specific 
existents for precise and determined rea­
sons. 

A similar analysis could be made of 
many corresponding pairs of divine at­
tributes, such as forgiveness and ven­
geance. Several sets of contrary divine 
names describe the faces of Being turned 
toward the creatures. These attributes 
can be divided into two broad categories, 
the names of beauty (jamiil) and the 
names of majesty (jaliil), or the names of 
gentleness (luif) and the names of sever­
ity (qahr). The created properties of these 
two sets of attributes provide a signifi­
cant parallel with the two fundamental 
perspectives on the Divine Being dis­
cussed earlier: incomparability and simi­
larity. 

Inasmuch as God is incomparable 
with all created things, He can only be 
understood in terms of the attributes 
denoting His distance, transcendence, 
and difference. In this respect, human be-
ings sense the majesty and tremendous-
ness of God and perceive Him as Mag­
nificent, Overbearing, Overwhelming, 
Inaccessible, All-high, Great, Slayer, 
King. These attributes demand that all 
created things be infinitely far from Him. 
The things are totally Not He; He is Be-
ing and they are nonexistence. To the ex-
tent any relationship can be envisaged 
between the Creator and His creature, 
He is the stern and distant father (though 
Islam avoids this particular analogy be­
cause of its Christian connections). The 23 
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human situation in this respect is total 
slavehood or servanthood ('ubudiyya). 
God is self-sufficient and independent (al­
ghanl), while man is utterly poor (al­
faqlr) toward Him. Man cannot aspire to 
assume the divine traits of majesty or 
even to gain proximity to them, since 
they mark the difference between God 
and creation, between Being and nonex­
istence. To claim such attributes for one­
self is, in effect, to claim divinity, an 
unforgivable sin. 

When God's similarity with the crea­
tures is affirmed, the situation appears in 
a different light. In respect of His simi­
larity, God is seen as immanent and near. 
He appears in the guise of gentleness, 
mercy, beauty, generosity, love, forgive­
ness, pardon, bestowal, and beneficence. 
Because He possesses these attributes, the 
existence of every individual creature is a 
matter of His immediate concern. In this 
respect one might say that "She" is a 
compassionate mother who never fails to 
look out for the welfare of Her chil­
dren. 17 The human response to this rela­
tionship is love, devotion, and the desire 
to move nearer to the Source of light. It 
is in this respect that human beings are 
created upon God's form and can actual­
ize the fullness of their theomorphic na­
ture. If in the first respect man is God's 
slave, in the second respect he may be­
come His "vicegerent" (khalffo) and 
"friend" (wall)-two important technical 
terms. 

Incomparability and the names of maj­
esty are demanded by the fact of God's 
Being and our nonexistence. But our 
nonexistence is somehow woven with 
existence. The dimmest light is neverthe­
less light. And the dimmest light is more 
real than total darkness. Mercy-which 
is Being and Light-pervades everything 
that exists. In contrast, Wrath is like the 
repercussion of nothingness. It is God's 
answer to a nonexistent thing which has 
been given existence through generosity 
and compassion, and yet claims a right to 
exist. Incomparability affirms the reality 
of Being in the face of everything that is 

24 not-being, but similarity affirms the ul-

timate identity of all existence with Be­
ing. Incomparability says Not He, simi­
larity says He. And He is more real than 
Not He. The attributes of similarity and 
beauty overcome those of incomparabil­
ity and majesty in the same way that 
light erases darkness, mercy overcomes 
wrath, and nearness negates distance. 

But man cannot claim light and near­
ness for himself. His first task is to be 
God's servant, to acknowledge His maj­
esty and wrath, and to avoid any attempt 
to assume as his own those attributes 
which pertain to incomparability. He 
must seek out mercy and avoid wrath. It 
is true that man is a theomorphic entity, 
made upon the form of all the divine 
names, but there is a right way and a 
wrong way to assume the divine traits. 
Once a human being has been infused 
with the divine mercy and filled with its 
light, the attributes of majesty appear 
within him as a matter of course. But 
they always present dangers. The sin of 
Iblis (Satan) was to perceive that the light 
within himself was more intense than in 
Adam and to say as a result, "I am better 
than he-Thou created me of fire and 
him of clay" (Koran 7:12, 38:76). As a 
result he claimed a greatness which did 
not in fact belong to him. Or, as Ibn al­
'Arabi might say, he came to manifest 
the divine name Magnificent outside of 
its proper limits within the created 
world. He claimed incomparability for 
himself and as a result came face to face 
with the divine Wrath. The only thing a 
person can ever claim for himself is non­
existence, which, in religious terms, is to 
be God's servant. Indeed, Ibn al-'Arabi 
places servanthood at the highest level 
of human realization. After all, it was 
through his servanthood that MuQ.am­
mad was worthy to be God's Messenger 
('abduhu wa rasuluhu). Total obliteration 
before the divine incomparability results 
in a full manifestation of the divine simi­
larity. Not He is simultaneously He. 

The priority of mercy over wrath can 
also be explained in terms of the prece­
dence of unity over multiplicity. God in 
Himself is One Being, while existence 
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appears as an indefinite multiplicity of 
things. The divine names stand as a kind 
of barzakh between Oneness and many­
ness. There is but a single Being, ;yet the 
names represent a multiplicity of faces 
that Being assumes in relation to the cre­
ated things. The Essence Itself, or Being 
considered without the names, is what 
Ibn al-'Arabi sometimes calls the Unity 
of the One (a~adiyyat al-a~ad) in contrast 
to Being considered as possessor of the 
names, which is the Unity of Manyness 
(a~adiyyat al-kathra). God as such, taking 
both perspectives into account, is then the 
"One/Many" (al-wa~id al-kathlr). Here 
Oneness precedes manyness, since, with­
out Being the many things cannot exist. 
In the same way, light precedes the col­
ors, and mercy precedes wrath. 

From the perspective of Unity and 
multiplicity, the Divine Presence appears 
as a circle whose center is the Essence 
and whose full deployment is the acts in 
their multiple degrees and kinds. The 
concentric circles surrounding the Center 
represent the ontological levels, each suc­
cessive circle being dimmer and weaker 
than the preceding circle. Here the divine 
names are the relationships that the Cen­
ter assumes in respect to any place on the 
circle. Each "place" can be assigned coor­
dinates in terms of its distance from the 
Center (i.e., its degree on the ontological 
hierarchy) and its relationship with other 
points situated on the same concentric 
circle (i.e., its relationship with things in 
its own world). But the situation is made 
incredibly complex because of the nature 
of the Center, which can be viewed in 
respect of any ontological attribute-any 
name of God. The Center is not only Be­
ing, it is also Absolute Life, Knowledge, 
Desire, Power and so on. The Center is 
One, yet it assumes a relationship with 
each location on the circle in terms of 
each attribute. Desire has one effect upon 
each specific point, while Power has an­
other effect. By the same token, each 
point is both passive (in relation to the 
activity of the attribute) and, to the ex-· 
tent that it is colored by the attribute and 
displays it as its own, active toward 

other points on the circle .. When light 
shines upon the moon, the moon illumi­
nates the night sky. When any attribute 
of Being displays its properties within a 
given existent, those properties are re­
flected in the direction of other existent 
things in an indefinite concatenation of 
relationships. 

This cosmos of interrelating '''points," 
each reflecting the Center in its own 
unique fashion, is by no means static. All 
sorts of movements can be discerned on 
any given concentric circle or between 
the various circles, the ultimate signifi­
cance of which can only be judged in 
terms of the changing relationship with 
the Center. But this much is relatively 
clear: The "precedent attributes"' of God 
display their properties ever more clearly 
as one moves toward the Center, while 
tht~ secondary and subsidiary attributes 
become stronger as one moves toward 
the periphery. Where is mercy? With Be­
ing, Light, Knowledge, Unity. Where is 
wrath? With nonexistence, darkness, ig­
norance, multiplicity, dispersion. 

The dispersive movement toward the 
periphery is a positive creative force. 
Without it, Light would not shine and 
the cosmos would not come into exis­
tence. The divine attributes manifest 
themselves in an undifferentiated mode 
(mujmal) at the level of the intense light 
of the angels and in a boundlessly differ­
entiated mode (tafi.ll) at the level of the 
sensory cosmos in its full spatial and 
temporal extension. But once this full 
outward manifestation is achieved, it is 
time for the unitive movement to take 
over, and an active and conscious partici­
pation in this movement is the exclusive 
prerogative of human beings. 

Man enters into the corporeal world 
where the differentiated attributes of Be-
ing begin their reintegration into an all­
comprehensive unity, since he is created 
upon the divine form even as an infant. 
The attribute which rules over the return 
to the center is "Guidance" (hidaya), 
while the dispersive movement within 
th~~ human sphere that prevents and pre­
cludes the return toward the Center is 25 
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called "Misguidance" (iqliil). The unitive 
movement finds its fullest human expres­
sion in the prophets and the friends of 
God, who are the loci of self-disclosure 
for the divine name the "Guide" (al­
hiidl). The dispersive movement finds its 
greatest representatives in Satan and his 
friends (awliyii' al-shay(iin), who manifest 
the divine name "Misguider" (al-muqill). 
Misguidance is closely allied to Wrath 
and therefore must be considered a 
branch of mercy and guidance, but the 
positive effects of the attribute in the 
long run-taking perhaps innumerable 
aeons-cannot obviate the negative ef­
fects in the relatively short run, effects 
which the Koran refers to as punishment, 
chastisement, and the pain of the Burn­
ing. 

The prophets present guidance to 
mankind in the form of the divine mes­
sages, which frequently appear as scrip­
tures. In order to achieve full humanity, 
people must move toward the mercy, 
light, and unity which stand at the center 
of the circle of existence. Guidance is the 
only door which leads in that direction. 
If human beings ignore the message of 
the prophets, they will fall into one of 
the innumerable paths laid down by the 
satans, all of whom manifest misguid­
ance. Hence they will remain in disper­
sion and come under the sway of the di­
vine wrath. Though mercy precedes 
wrath and manifests itself even in the 
midst of wrath, there is a more specific 
kind of mercy which leads to happiness 
and felicity immediately after death and 
at the Resurrection and which can only 
be actualized through putting oneself 
into harmony with guidance. Hence Ibn 
al-'Arabi distinguishes between the 
"mercy of free gift" and the "mercy of 
obligation." God gives the first to all 
creatures without distinction, while He 
has obliged Himself to confer the second 
only on the "godfearing." Both mercies 
are referred to in the Koranic verse, "My 
mercy [of free gift] embraces all things, 
but I shall prescribe it [in specific in­
stances] for those who are godfearing 

26 and pay the alms, and those who indeed 

have faith in Our signs, those who fol­
low the Messenger" (7:156). The first 
mercy manifests itself even in chastise­
ment and infernal wretchedness, while 
the second displays itself only as felicity. 

The Scale of the Law 

By way of the voluntary return man 
strives to assume God's character traits, 
or to manifest the divine names in whose 
form he was created. But what are the 
divine names? What is "manifestation"? 
How can it be achieved? How can an ap­
parition on an infinitely distant wall get 
up and walk back to the sun? How can 
darkness, which has no real taste or un­
derstanding of light, become light? How 
do we, blind and ignorant shadows of 
existence, discern the difference between 
Being and nothingness? Can ignorance 
become knowledge, listlessness desire, 
weakness power, dumbness speech, 
greed generosity, wrongdoing justice? 
How can a bare specter woven of ambi­
guities be transformed into clarity, dis­
cernment, wisdom, certainty? How can 
we distinguish the properties of mercy 
from the properties of wrath within the 
created universe, where all things appear 
confused? Once having seen how God's 
mercy and love manifest themselves, 
how do we ourselves become mercy and 
love? Ibn al-'Arabi answers these and 
similar questions the same way other 
Muslims answer them: Stick to guidance 
and avoid misguidance, follow the 
prophets and flee the satans. 

Like all Muslims Ibn al-'Arabi consid­
ers prophecy and revelation facts of hu­
man existence, phenomena that have 
been observed wherever there have been 
people, from the time of Adam-the 
first prophet-down to Mu}:!.ammad, the 
last of the prophets. All human beings 
have access to and are required by their 
very humanity to follow the revealed 
guidance. The Shaykh discusses the na­
ture and function of prophecy (which has 
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now come to an end) and the process of 
becoming a "friend of God" (which will 
continue until the end of time) in volu­
minous detail. For the full significance of 
the whole range of his teachings to be 
understood, they must always be tied 
back to the reality of prophecy and 
friendship, as Chodkiewicz has illustra­
ted so well in Le sceau des saints. 

One of the most common terms that 
Ibn al-'Arabi employs in referring to rev­
elation in both a general sense and the 
specific sense of the Koran and the Sunna 
is shar', which will be translated as 
"Law" and from which the well-known 
term Shari'a, the revealed law oflslam, is 
derived. The original sense of the term is 
"to enter into the water to drink of it," 
said of animals. Secondarily it means a 
clear and open track or path. It came to 
be applied metaphorically to the clear 
and obvious path which leads to God, or 
in other words, the Law which God re­
vealed as guidance to mankind. Ibn al­
'Arabi often speaks of revealed Law in 
general terms, showing plainly that he 
means revelation in a universal sense, 
given to all peoples throughout history, 
down to Mul).ammad. But when he turns 
to specific applications and interpreta-· 
tions of principles, he always remains 
within the Islamic universe. He discusses 
Jesus, Moses, Abraham and other proph-· 
ets in detail, sometimes even telling of 
his own encounters with them in the in­
visible world. But these are Muslim 
prophets through and through, their 
qualities and characteristics defined 
largely by the picture of them drawn in 
the Koran, the Hadith, and the Islamic 
tradition in general. No Christian or 
Jew, if given the chapter on Jesus or Mo­
ses from the Fu~ii~ al-~ikam without be­
ing told the author, would imagine that 
it had been written by an authority of his 
own tradition. 

According to Ibn al-'Arabi, the Law is 
the scale (al-mlzan) in which must be 
weighed everything having to do with 
God, knowledge, love, spiritual realiza­
tion, and the human state in general. 
Without the Scale of the Law, we will re·-

main forever swimming in a shoreless 
ocean of ambiguity. Only the Scale can 
provide a point of reference in terms of 
which knowledge and all human endeav­
ors may be judged. The Law makes it 
possible to move toward the Center and 
avoid wallowing in indefinite dispersion, 
overcome by ignorance, multiplicity, 
and misguidance. 

One might say that the function of the 
Law is to sort out relationships and put 
things in their proper perspective, thus 
providing a divine norm for human 
knowledge and action. Faced with He/ 
not He wherever they look, human be­
ings cannot possibly search out the He 
and cling to light without a discernment 
deriving from Light Itself. No doubt ev­
eryone has an inner light known as intel­
ligence, but that also needs correct guid­
ance to grow in intensity and begin 
functioning on its own. Only the friends 
of God have reached the station where 
they can follow the inner light without 
reference to the outer Law. But this, as 
Ibn al-'Arabi would say, is a station of 
great danger (khatar). Iblis and countless 
"spiritual teachers" have been led astray 
by it. The law remains the only concrete 
anchor. 

It was said earlier that in "ethics" or 
assuming the character traits of God­
which, precisely, is the Sufi path-equi­
librium is everything. The divine names 
must be actualized in the proper relation­
ships, the names of beauty preceding 
those of wrath, generosity dominating 
over justice, humility taking precedence 
over magnificence, and so on. The per­
fect equilibrium of the names is actual­
ized by the perfect assumption of every 
trait in the form of which human beings 
were created. In a word, perfect equilib­
rium is to be the outward form of the 
name "Allah," the Divine Presence. The 
person who achieves such a realization is 
known as perfect man (al-insan al-kamil), 
one of the most famous of Ibn al-'Arabi's 
technical terms. 

There are many different types of per-
fect men. Briefly stated, all of them rep­
resent full actualizations of the name Al- 27 


