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Prefare

terism is always a hard one, between the rock of literalism and
the hard place of the dogmatic Doctors of the Law. The imaginal
realm, to me a pragmatic entity, a common sphere where Shake-
speare composes his poems and St. John of the Cross his prayers,
is for Corbin the place of Shi'ite SuG creativity, throughout tradi-
tion.

Corbin, like Scholem and Jonas, is remembered as a scholar of
genius. He was uniquely equipped not only to recover lranian
Su6sm for the West, but also to defend the principal Western
traditions of esoteric spirituality. There are several lasting
achievements fused together in Alone with the Alone: the major
one is the restoration of the function of Creative Imagination in
Shi'ite Sufi spirituality. Yet readers whose interests are literary-
aesthetic or who turn to non-Muslim gnosticism will recognize
their deepest concerns also. In a lecture given at Rome in t956,
now available in his Cyclical Time ond Ismaili Gnosir (1983), Corbin
traced the influence of the Gnosis of antiguity upon the lranian
Sufis: "Gnosis was not born in Islam in the Middle Ages, any
more tJnn it is a simple Christian heresy of the first centuries of
our eral ratheq it is something that existed long before Chris-
tianity" (p. 192).

Gnosis, and even Gnosticism, emanated Fom elements alrea{
present in archaic Jewish religion, preceding the times of David
and Solomon, according to t}le researches of ldel. The so-called
Sethian Gnostics were Jews, and gnosis was both a Judean-
Samarian and an Alexandrian Jewish phenomenon before the ad-
vent of Jesus. Persistent to this day among Jews, Christians,
Muslims, and even secularists, "gnosis itself, in all its manifolc
forms and variants, also deserves to be called a Wehreligion" (Cy-
clical Time and. Ismaili Gno.ris, p. 193). Of that world religion, we
have only a handful of great scholars who are also prophetic
guides: Corbin is one of them, together with Scholem, Jonas,
and ldel. Of all these, Corbin had the widest range and tlre
largest sympathies, and stands today as a wisdom writer of the
highest eminence.

INTRODUCTION



r. Between Anilalusia and lron: A Bfi{ Spititual

Topogtaphy

A more complete title for the present book would have been
"Creative Imagination and Mystical Experience in the $ufism
of Ibn 'Arabi." An abbreviation, however, is permissible, since
the mere word "$0fism" sumces to place "Imagination" in our
specific context. Here we shall not be dealing with imagination
in the usual sense of the word: neither with fantasy, profane or
otherwise, nor with the organ which produces imaginings
identified with the unreal; nor shall we even be dealing exactly
with what we look upon as the organ of esthetic creation. We
shall be speaking ofpn-absolutely basic ftrnction, correlated with
a universe peculiar to it, a universe endowed with a perfectly
"objective" existence and perceived precisely through the
Imagination. l.

Today, with the help of phenomenology, we are able to
examine the way in which man experiences his relationship to
the world without reducing the objective data of this experience
to data of sense perception or limiting the field of true and
meaningful knowledge to the mere operations of the rational
understanding. Freed from an old impasse, we have learned to
register and to make use of the intentions implicit in all the
acts of consciousness or transconsciousness. To say that the
Imagination (or love, or sympathy, or any other sentiment)
indues knozuledgc, and knowledge ofan "object" which is proper
to it, no longer smacks of paradox. Still, once the full noetic
value ofthe Imagination is admitted, it may be advisable to free
the intentions of the Imagination from the parentheses in which
a purely phenomenological interpretation encloses them, if we
wish, without fear or misunderstanding, to relate the imagina-
tive function to the view of the world proposed by the Spiritu-
rlistr to whose company the present book invites us.

For them the world is "objectively" and actually threefoldi

s



Introduction

between the universe that can be apprehended by pure intellec-
tual perception (the universe of the Cherubic Intelligences) and
the universe perceptible to the senses, there is an intermediate
world, the world of Idea-Images, of archetypal figures, of
subtile substances, of "immaterial matter." This world is as
real and objective, as consistent and subsistent as the intelligible
and sensible worlds; it is an intermediate universe "where the
spiritual takes body and the body becomes spiritual," a world
consisting ofreal matter and real extension, though by compari-
son to sgnsible, corruptible matter these are subtile and im-
material.lThe organ of this universe is the active Imagination;
it is the 2/,zra oftheophanic visions, the scene on which visionary
events and symbolic histories alPear in their true reality.]Here
we shall have a good deal to say of this universe, but the word
imaginarj wiTl never be used, because with its present ambiguity
this word, by prejudging the reality attained or to be attained,
betrays an inability to deal with this at once intermediate and
intermediary world.

The two essays that make up the greater part of this book
were originally given as lectures at two sessions (ts.ff and
1956) ofthe Eranos conference, at Ascona, Switzerland. They
are complementary and pursue the same design. They do not
claim to provide a monograph on Ibn 'Arabi. The time for an
over-all interpretation is far off; countless preliminary studies
will still be needed before we can hope to orient ourselves amid
all the aspects of so colossal an opus, the work of a spiritual
genius who was not only one of the greatest masters of $[fism
in Islam, but also one of the great mystics of all time.r It is not
even our ambition to make a "contribution to the historv of
ideas." A thematization ofthis kind often tends to "explain" an
author by tracing him back to his sources, by listing influences,

l. Such an orientation is indispensable to the progress ofour knowl-
edge concerning Ibn rArabl. See, in this connection, the comprehensive
work by 'Osmen Y a\iiL, L'Histoire et la classfuation des autrcs d'lba
'lrabi. (For full bibliographical data on references, see the List of Works
Cited.)

$ t. Betwem u{ndalusia and lran

and demonstrating the "causes" of which he is supposedly the
mere effect. In speaking ofa genius as complex as lbn'Arabi, so
radically alien to literal, dogmatic religion and to the schemati-
zations such religion encourages, some writers have employed
the word "syncretism." This is the summary, insidious, and
facile kind of explanation that appeals to a dogmatic mind
alarmed at the operations of a thinking which obeys only the
imperatives of its intemal norm but whose personal character
does not impair its rigor. To content oneself with such an ex-
planation is to confess one's failure, one's inability to gain so
much as an intimation ofthis norm which cannot be reduced to
a school or other collective conformism.

Ibn 'Arabi is one of those powerful and rare spiritual indi-
viduals who are the norm of their own orthodoxy and of their
own time, because tbey belong neither to what is commonly
called "their" time nor to the orthodoxy of "their" time. What
by a historical convention is termed "their" time is not really
their time. Acrordingly, to affect to believe that such masters
are nothing more than representatives of a certain "tradition"
is to forget their considerable personal contribution, is to neglect
the perfect assurance with which an Arab of Andalusia like Ibn
'Arabi, or Iranians like AbU Ya'qub Sejestani (tenth century),
Suhrawardi (twelfth century ), Semnani ( fourteenth century),
Mulld $adrl of Shiraz (seventeenth century) proclaim that such
and such an idea, developed on such and such a page of their
books, can be found nowhere else, because it is their discovery
of their personal experience.

IOur design is limited to meditating in depth, with the help
of the texts themselves, on certain themes which run through
the work as a whole.lTo our mind the best explanation of Ibrq

'Arabi remains Ibn 'Arabi himself. The only means of under- 1
rtanding him is to become for a moment his disciple, to approach
him as he himself approached many masters of $ofism. What we
havc tried to do ie to live his tPiritualit! for a moment with him,
And now we should like to communicate something of thig

6



Introdurtion

spirituality as we have experienced it to those who are seeking

along the same path. We have used the word, spiritualitl by

design, fully aware of how misplaced it may seem. It concerns

the most secret and most profound life of the soul; but more

often than not age-old habits make it impossible for us to

dissociate this personal life from its social frame, lead us to

regard it as dependent on the mediation of an "ecclesiastical

reality"-so much so that detachment from this reality appears

equivalent to the irrevocable loss of spirituality itself. To those

who are unable to effect this dissociation, the spirituality of an

Ibn 'Arabi will have little to say. To those who seek an en-

counter "alone with the Alone," those who are capable ofbeing

like him the "disciples of Khi{r" and for whom no conformism

prevails over the personal imperative-to those Ibn 'Arabi and

his school will unquestionably have much to say.

It may also seem misplaced to speak of spirituality in a study

of the Imagination. We shall try to show in what sense this

Imagination is creative: because it is essentially the artioe

Imagination and because its activity defines it essentially as a

theophanic Imagination. It assumes an unparalleled function, so

out ofkeeping with the inoffensive or pejorative view commonly

taken of the "imagination," that we might have preferred to

designate this Imagination by a neologism and have occasionally

employed the tem. Imaginalric. Here perhaps we should antici-

pate a question: Does not spirituality, does not mystical exPeri-

ence tend to cast offimages, to forgo all representation of forms

and figures? Yes indeed, some masters have stemly and im-

placably rejected all imaginative representation, all use of

images. Here, however, we shall be dealing with an effort to

utilize the image and the Imagination for spiritual experience.

The inner, structural reasons foq this will become apparent

when we consider the themes themselves; they are already

foreshadowed by the belief in the existence and ontological

consistency of an intermediate world. But this belief in turn is

embedded in other themes, which it has not been possible to

$ t. Between u4ndalusia and lran

analyze in the main body of this book, but some knowledge of

which must be presupposed.

Such a presupposition is far from lightening our task. For it

implies in the reader a knowledge of the context embracing not

only the work of Ibn 'Arabi, but also his life, a life so intimately

mingled with his work that the events of his irmer experience
are projected upon his work and in it raised to the level of

symbols. The bibliography concerning Ibn 'Arabi in French and

other European languages takes up no more than a few lines.

Thus there is little reason to suppose that a reader unfamiliar
with Arabic will possess the requisite minimum of information.

Moreover, both the man and his doctrine have suffered numer-

ous misunderstandings. The $ufism oflbn'Arabi aroused alarm

and indignation-and not only in Islam, If we set out to develoP
the idea, or to demonstrate the existence of an "orthodox

$ufism," we are in danger of being refuteC and overwhelmed

by the scope, the audacity, and the wide distribution of this

incomparable mystical theosophy. If we try to reduce his

doctrine to the categories of our Westem philosophies (monism,

pantheism, etc. ), we run the risk of distorting its perspectives.

As to whether a conciliation between mystical religion and

legalist religion is thinkable, we shall have occasion to discuss

later on. To raise the question is at the same time to inquire

into the significance of $0fism in Islam and consequently into

the significance of its affinity with the other forms of mystical

religion known elsewhere. But to do so it will be necessary to

touch at least on certain things that happened in Islam in the

medieval period when Islam and Christianity communicated

their philosophies to one another. If we are to avoid an over-

hasty use of the categories by which we characterize our own

philosophical systems, if we are to grasp the unique conjunction

between prophetic religion and mystical religion presented by

$ofism, we must briefly consider the thinkers and the ideas

which provide lbn 'Arabi and his school with their context.

llut in the present state of our knowledge it is no simple

n
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matter to give a clear account of them. In any event we must

start by breaking with two old habits: we must cease to draw

a dividing line between the history ofphilosophy and the history

ofspirituality, and we must discard the picture so long Presented
by our handbooks on the history of philosophy, which persist

in confounding philosophy in Islam with "Arab philosophy"

pure and simple and reduce the latter to five or six great names,

those known to our Latin scholastics. The context we are trying

to delimit is infinitely larger and has nothing in common with

this threadbare simplification. It was long a commonplace to

suppose that the critique of the theologian al-Ghazali was the

death blow to "Arab philosophy," and that with Averroes, the

great philosopher ofCordova, the same Avenoes who expressed

his eagerness to meet the young Ibn 'Arabi, it attained at once

its apogee and its end. This may have been the case if we con-

sider only the destinies of philosophy in Western, if not in all

Sunnite Islam, but it would be absurd to identify the entire fate

of philosophical thought in Islam with this struggle, however

moving, between Ghazali the theologian and the Andalusian

philosopher who claimed, with perfect sincerity, to be nothing

more than the pure interpreter ofAristotle. Or rather we should

say that this is the view taken in the West, because the Occi-

dentals who had witnessed the disappearance of Avicennism

beneath the rising tide of Averroism failed even to suspect that

Avicennism had continued to thrive at the other end of the

Islamic world, in lran. Seen from lran, the situation takes on an

entirely different aspect. H€re no trace remained either of al-

Ghazali's "destruction of the philosophers," of Averroes'

restoration of Aristotelianism, or even of the rearguard action

in which the philosopher of Cordova disclosed his readiness to

sacrifice Avicenna to the theologian of Islam in order to save at

least the peripatetic philosophy. The event which followed the

system ofAvicenna was not the destruction ofhis Neoplatonism

by the Aristotelian Averroes but the inauguration by Suhrawardi
(d. 687/r r9r ) of the theosophy of Light (llilcmat al-Ishraq) as

$ t . Betwem "4nd.alusia and lran

"Oriental wisdom." The determining influence on $ifism and

spirituality was not Ghazeli's pious agnostic critique, but the

esoteric doctrine of Ibn 'Arabi and his school.

Furthermore, the spiritual ferment arising from the coales-

cence of these two schools, that of Suhrawardi's lsirdg and that

of Ibn 'Arabi, created a situation which lent crucial importance

to the relations between $ufism and Shi'ism. The significance

of both these currents in Islam was clarified, the one throwing

light on the other. We shall see that the genealogies of the

various branches of $ufism lead back to one or the other of the

Holy Imams of Shi'ism, principally to the Sixth Imtrm, Ja'far
al-$adiq (d. 148/165) or the Eighth Imam 'Ali Rida (d.

9o3/sl9). This return of Shi'ism to the spiritual horizon

prepared the way for a new answer to the question raised by

the presence of $ufism in Islam, by the S[fi interpretation of

Islam; it led to a situation which, though glmost entirely dis-

regarded in the West today, might radically change the condi-

tions of dialogue between Islam and Christianity, provided the

interlocutors were Spirituals. Related to this context, the

triumph of Averroism in the West and Ibn 'Arabi's removal to

the Orient are two events to which we shall here attach a

symbolic significance.
Can this brief sketch stand by itself, or does it not call for a

minimum of detail showing why the events of Ibn 'Arabi's
biography can be taken as exemplary events? Without such an

explanation this book as a whole might seem obscure.

We have just referred to a phenomenon of coalescence be-

tween the esoteric doctrine of Ibn 'Arabi and Suhrawardi's

theosophy of Lightl a similar coalescence occurred between the

latter and Avicennism. The whole gives its coloration to the

Shi'ite Ishraqi Avicennism professed by the school of Ispahan

rt the time ofthe $afavid renaissance. And it is this totality that

we must bear in mind if we are either to appreciate the original

consonances of lbn 'Arabi's work with Shi'ism in general or with

lrmrilirn Shi'irm in particular or to understand the determining
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influence of Ibn 'Arabi on the subsequent development of

Duodeciman Shi'ite gnosis in lran. It must also be borne in

mind if we are to appreciate, by contrast, these two concomitant
facts: the collapse of Latin Avicennism under the violent criti-
cism ofthe orthodox Scholastics and the rise ofLatin Averroism,
an ambiguous body ofthought, from which both the currents of

late theological Scholasticism down to the seventeenth century
and the "impiety" of the philosophers hostile to Scholasticism
and the Church were to draw nourishment.

Very briefly we may say that it was the Neoplatonic angel-
ology of Avicenna, with the cosmology attaching to it and
above all the anthropology it implies, which provoked alarm
among the doctors of medieval Scholasticism and prevented

them from assimilating Avicennism.lln the present context of
course it will not be possible to describe the Avicennan system
as a whole.r We shall speak chiefly of the Figure which domi'
nates its noetics, that ofthe "Active (or agent) Intelligence,"
that "Angel of humanity," as Suhrawardi was to call it, whose
importance resides in its determining function for the Avicennan
anthropology, the Avicennan conception of the human indi-
vidual. Avicennism identifies it with the Holy Spirit, that is,
with the Angel Gabriel as the Angel of Knowledge and of
Revelation. Far from regarding this Figure, as has sometimes
been done, as a rationalization, a reduction of the Spirit to the
intellect, we, quite on the contrary, look upon it as the very
foundation of the Pro?hetic ?hilosop@ which plays so important
a role among the followers of Avicenna, and which is intimately
related to the spiritual existence on which we shall here be
meditating.

This Intelligence is the tenth in the hierarchy ofthe Cherubim
or pure separate Intelligences ("4ngeli intellectuales ), and this
hierarchy is paralleled by the secondary hierarchy of the Angels

e. We shall content ourselves with referring the reader to ovr Aviccrna
and tlc tisionary Recital and our Histoirc dc la ?hiloso4tie islanique, pp.
t96 ff and 934 fl:

$ t . Between .Andalusia and lran

who are the Souls which move the celestial Spheres; at every
degree of these hierarchies, at every resting place in the descent
of being, couples or slzygiai are formed between them. Since
these Angel-Souls ("4nimae coelestes) communicate to the
Heavens the movement oftheir desire, the orbits ofthe heavenly
bodies are characterized by an aspiration of love forever re-
newed and forever unstilled. At the same time these "celestial
Souls," exempt from sense perception and its deficiencies,
possess Imagination; they are indeed Imagination in its pure
state since they are freed from the infirmities of sense percep-
tion. They are par excellence the Angels of this intermediate
world where prophetic inspiration and theophanic visions have
their place; their world is the world of symbols and of symbolic
knowledge, the world to which Ibn 'Arabi penetrated with ease
from his earliest years. Thus we can easily surmise the grave
consequences that would result from thein elimination in the
cosmology of Averroes. As to the Intelligence, or Holy Spirit,
it is the source from which our souls emanate, the source at
once of their existence and of their light. All knowledge and all
reminiscence are a light proj ected by the Intelligence upon the
soul. Through the Intelligence the human individual is attached
directly to the celestial pleroma without the mediation of any
magistery or ecclesiastical reality. This no doubt is what
inspired the anti-Avicennan Scholastics with their "fear of the
Angel." This fear had the effect of utterly obscuring the sym-
bolic significance of such recitals of initiation as those of
Avicenna or of Suhrawardi or of the mystical romances which
are so plentiful in Persian literature. For fear of the Angel the
anti-Avicennans saw nothing more than inoffensive allegories
in these recitals. The human soul, whose initiation the recitals
"image," has itselfthe structure ofa pair, formed ofthe practical
intellect and the contemplative intellect. In its superior state, the
otate of intimacy with the Angel of Knowledge and Revelation,
the second of these "terrestrial angels," the contemplative in-
tollect, ir qurlificd 0s intclhclus sanctas snd, prophetic spirit.

t tlo
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Thus taken as a whole, the Avicennan angelology provides
the foundation of the intermediate world of pure Imagination;
it made possible the prophetic psychology on which rested the
spirit of symbolic exegesis, the spiritual understanding of
Revelations, in short, the ta'v,il which was equally fundamental
to $ofism and to Shitism (etymologically the "carrying back"
ofa thing to its principle, ofa symbol to what it symbolizes).
This Avicennan angelology provides a secure foundation for the
radical autonomy of the individual, not in what we should
simply call a philosophy ofthe Spirit but in a theosophy ofthe
Holy Spirit. It is not in the least surprising that all this should
have alarmed the orthodox; what Etienne Gilson brilliantly
analyzed as an "Augustinism tinged with Avicennism" bears
only the remotest resemblance to pure Avicennism.

With Averroes the situation and doctrine change completely.
Averroes wished to restore authentic Aristotelianism and
severely criticized the Neoplatonism of Avicenna. He rejected
Emanation because he regarded Emanationism as crypto-crea-
tionism and as a Peripatetic had no use for the idea of creation.
In addition to the active Intelligence, which is separate and
unique, he (unlike Alexander of Aphrodisias) accepts the exis-
tence of a human intelligence independent of the organic world,
but this intelligence is not the individual. The individual is
identified with the perishable; what can become eternal in the
individual pertains exclusively to the separate and unique
active Intelligence. It will be worthwhile, at some future date,
to reconsider the doctrine of the intellzctas materialis on the
srength of what we have leamed from recently published
Ismailian texts, which throw an entirely new light on it. But
even now it can be stated that this doctrine is far removed from
the sense of imperishable individuality which the Avicennan
philosopher or Spiritual derives from the mere fact of his con-
junction with the active Intelligence; and still farther perhaps
from the eternal hexeity, the absolute individual, of Ibn .Arabi.

And no less important: in his striving to be strictly faithful to

t2
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peripateticism, Averroes excludes from his cosmology the
entire second angelic hierarchy, that of the celestial Angel-
Souls, governing the world of the active Imagination or Imagi-
nation ofdesire, the world which is the scene ofvisionary events,
of symbolic visions, and of the archetypal persons to whom the
esoteric meaning of Revelation refers. The magnitude of the
loss becomes apparent when we consider that this intermediate
world is the realm where the conflict which split the Occident,
the conflict between theology and philosophy, between faith
and knowledge, between symbol and history, is resolved. The
development of Averroism with its inherent ambiguity was to
exacerbate this confl ict.

This ambiguity extends to our own time. Renan looked upon
Averroes as a hero of free thought, the source of every kind of
impiety. By reaction other interpretations tend to make him a
theologian, to bring him back into the losom of orthodox
Islam. Perhaps both parties have neglected to consider an
essential point of his doctrine in the context with which we
shall here be concemed. True, Averroes was inspired by the
idea that all minds have not the same degree of discemment:
to some men the literal aspect, the 7aili, is addressed, while
others are capable of understanding the hidden meaning, the
bAlin. He knew that if what only the latter can understand were
revealed to the former, the result would be psychoses and social
disasters. All this is close to the "discipline of the arcanum"
practiced in Ismailian Gnosis, and to the idea of the ta'zotl pro-
fessed in $[fism. What is forgotten is that the ta,url was 

^otthe invention of Averroes, and that to understand the way he
makes use of it we must understand the way in which it is
handled by the true Esoterics. The ta'zatl is essential symbolic
understanding, the transmutation of everything visible into
symbols, the intuition of an essence or person in an Image
which partakes neither of universal logic nor of sense percep-
tion, and which is the only means of signifying what is to be
rignified. And we have just called attention to the metaphysical
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tragedy involved, from this point of view, in the disappearance

ofthe world ofthe celestial Souls, the world of correspondences

and substantive Images, whose specific organ of knowledge

was the active Imagination. How, in the absence of this world,

are we to apprehend symbols and carry out a symbolic exegesisl

At this point we must recapitulate the distinction, funda-

mental for us, between allegory and symbol; allegory is a

rational operation, implying no transition either to a new

plane ofbeing or to a new depth of consciousness; it is a figura-

tion, at an identical level of consciousness, of what might very

well be known in a different way. The symbol announces a plane

of consciousness distinct from that of rational evidencei it is

the "cipher" of a mystery, the only means of saying something

that cannot be apprehended in any other way; a symbol is never
"explained" once and for all, but must be deciphered over and

over again, just as a musical score is never deciphered once and

for all, but calls for ever new execution. For this reason it will

be necessary to undertake a comparative study of the ta'u)rl, to

measure the difference between the way in which it is con-

ceived and practiced by Averroes and the way in which Shi 'ism
and all spiritual movements deriving from it, ground their

attitude toward prophetic Revelation, which is to say their

striving to accomplish it, in the ta'wll. Beneath figures and

events, for example, the Shi'ite la'zrrtl distinguishes refetences

to earthly persons who exemplify celestial archetypes. It will

be necessary to ascertain whether an Averroist ta'wll still
perceives symbols, or merely elaborates a rational, meta-
physically inoffensive allegory.

At this very point an analysis discloses the most significant

contrasts. The ta'wll presupposes a flowering of symbols and

hence the active Imagination, the organ which at once produces

symbols and apprehends them; it PresuPPoses the angelic

world intermediate between the pure Cherubic intelligences

and the universe of sensory, historical, and juridical facts. By
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its very essence the ta'wrl cannot inhabit the realm of everyday
fact; it postulates an esoterism. Either the human community
must offer a structure in which esoterism is an organic com-
ponent; or else it must suffer all the consequences implied by a
rejection of esoterism. There is a common ground between the
ancient mystery religions, whose adepts are initiated into a
mystery, and the initiatory brotherhoods within the revealed
religions, whose adepts are initiated into a gnosis. But these
adepts differ in status. In its official historical form neither
Christianity nor Islam is an initiatory religion. But there is an
initiatory version of these religions, a Christian as well as an
Islamic gnosis. Nevertheless the questions remains: whether
and to what extent do the fundamental dogmas of these reli-
gions justify or negate, necessitate or contradict the function of
gnosisl Does the ofrcial doctrine of the Incarnation, for ex-
ample, tie in with the historical consciousness ofChristianity, or
does it derive its true meaning from gnosis; does the prophet-
ism essential to Islam call for a gnosis, because the truth of
the Book postulates a prophetic hermeneutics, or does it exclude
gnosis? There is also a question of fact which merits close
investigation, namely, the comparative destinies of gnosis in
Islam and in Christianity. We can perfectly well conceive of a
metahistorical dialogue between the Basra "Brethren of
Purity," an association with Ismailian comections, and the
Rosicrucians of Johann Valentin Andreaei they would have
understood each other perfectly. But the question remains: Was
there in Christianity a phenomenon comparable to Ismailian
Gnosis in Islami Or at what date did such a phenomenon become
impossible? There were in the Christian world Spirituals com-
parable to Ibn tArabi: did they exert a comparable influencel
Is there in the Christian world a phenomenon comparable in
scope and depth to $ufism?-and here I am thinking first and
foremost of Iranian pofisrn. Christian monasticism has been
mentioned, but such facile comparisons must be approached
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with caution; the phenomena are profoundly different. One may
think ofa Third Order or ofa Lodge. But $uflsm is neither one
nor the other.

An excellent introduction to these questions will assuredly be
provided by comparison of two trends: that typefied in the
West by the rejection of Avicennism and the triumph of Aver-
roism; and the contrasting trend represented in the Orient by
the spread of the gnoses of the Ishraq, of Shi'ism and of Ibn

'Arabi. The phenomenon of the "Church" as established in the
West, with its Magistery, its dogmas, and its Councils, is
incompatible with the recognition of initiatory brotherhoods.
This phenomenon has no equivalent in Islam. Nevertheless
there was a clash between official Islam and the initiatory
movements. It would be worth while to study in both spheres
how the refusal of all the spiritual forms that can be designated
by the term initiationism or esoterism marks the starting point
of laicization and socialization. Like that of Christianity, the
situation of Islam today cannot be understood in depth if this
essential fact is disregarded.

This laicization or secularization goes far deeper than the
separation or non-separation of the "temporal power" and the
"spiritual power"; rather, it is the secularization which causes
the question to be raised and to persist regardless of the solu-
tion adopted, for the very idea of associating such concepts as
"power" and the "spiritual" implies an initial secularization.
From this point of view the passing triumph of Ismailism under
the F[timids was unquestionably a success from the standpoint
of political history; from the standpoint of initiatory religion it
could only be a paradox. Shi'ite esoterism implies an invisible
mystical hierarchy; its most profoundly characteristic idea is that
ofthe occultation (ghalba) or absence ofthe Imam. And perhaps
the idea of this pure mystical hierarchy in the doctrine of Ibn

'Arabi and in ${lfism in general bears the original imprint of
Shi'ism. It is still very much alive in the Shaikhism of lran, A
comparison of this development with the development of
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Averroism into political Averroism as represented for example
by Marsilius of Padua (fourteenth century) suffices to show
the differences. But the radical secularization disclosed in the
work of Marsilius was possible only because Marsilius had
before his eyes something capable of being laicized, namely, the
reality of power to which the priesthood lays claim but ulti-
mately fails to obtain, whereupon it projects a fiction of that
same power into the realm ofthe supematural. Another striking
aspect of the ambiguity to which we have already referred is to
be found in the fact that in the school of Padua Averroism be-
came, and remained until the seventeenth century, at once a
refuge of rationalistic thinkers and a fountainhead of late Scho-
lasticism. And yet the exponents of both these currents would
have been unable to understand either the spirituality of an
Ibn 'Arabi or Imimology, that is, the vLalala or spiritual min-
istry of the Imam and his followers, the soulce of initiation into
the esoteric meaning, the gnosis of the Revelations.

To say that laicization begins with the elimination of gnosis
is to consider the phenomenon of essential d,esectation, a meta-
physical decline of the sacted, which no canon law either codifies
or compensates. This process of desecration begins with the
individual, whom it srikes in his innermost depths. Averroism
denies the human individual as such any possibility of becoming
eternal. In his radical answer to the problem ofthe intellects, St.
Thomas grants the individual an "active intellect," but not a
separate intellect; the intellect of the individual is no longer a
transcendent or celestial Intelligence. This seemingly technical
solution implies a fundamental decision, the decision to do away
with the transcendent dimension of the individual as such, that
is, his immediate and personal relationship with the Angel of
Knowledge and of Revelation. Or rather, if such a decision was
inevitable, it is because the individual's relationship with the
divine world depends on the Magistery, that is, on the Church
as mediatrix of Revelation. The paradox is only apparent if
what apperrr to insure the noetic autonomy of the individual
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goes hand in hand with a socialization. This alienation of the
individual's transcendent dimension was ineluctable, because
the problem raised by the symptomatic problem of the intellects
(beneath its seeming technical barrenness), namely, the prob-
lem of the intellectual autonomy of the individual, called for a
solution which was neither the unique Intelligence ofAverroism
nor an active intellect which is merely immanent in the indi-
vidual, but something of which the Fedeli d'amore were clearly
aware when in their sophiology they designated the Active
Intelligence as Madonna Intelligenza. Madonna Intelligenza
was the separate active Intelligence ofevery spiritual individiral,
his Holy Spirit, his personal Lord and direct bond with the
pleroma. This same figure can be identified under various
names and our Spirituals searched for it by itineraries that are
no less various. In the following we shall indicate its recur-
rences in Abu'l-Barakat, in Suhrawardi, and in lbn 'Arabi. Un-
fortunately, once the religious norm is socialized, "incarnated"
in an ecclesiastical reality, rebellions of the spirit and the soul
will inevitably be directed against it. But, preserved as an
inner personal norm, it becomes identified with free flight of the
individual. In the opposition which led to the failure of Latin
Avicennism and concomitantly of other religious movements
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, it is possible to discern
the same causes as those which motivated the efforts of the
Great Church in the first centuries of our era to do away with
gnosis. But this elimination of gnosis foreshadowed the victory
of Averroism with all its implications.

Very different is the situation in the Orient, resulting in particu-

lar from the influence of the two masters whose names have
here been associated, not because they make it unnecessary to
mention others, but because they are the most typical: the
young Iranian master Shihabuddin Yalrya Suhrawardi (tt55-

l r 9r ) and the Andalusian master Ibn'Arabi ( l r65-1 24o), the
compatriot of Averroes, who at the age of thirty-six (the
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same age at which Suhrawardi attained to the "Orient of the

soul") resolved to set out for the Orient, never to return The

situation is so completely different that it inevitably goes beyond

the schematic notion of "Arab philosophy" with which Westem

thinkers have too long contented themselves. Of course one

can justifiably speak of "Arab" philosophy just as one can

speak of "Latin" Scholasticism. But what justification has the

term when our history of philosophy and spirituality comes to

include Iranian authors who left essential works and wrote only

in Persian?-such men as Nagir-e Khusraw (eleventh century),
oAzizuddin Nasafi (twelfth-thirteenth centuries), Afzaluddin

Keshani, a contemporary of the great Shi'ite philosopher

Naqiruddin T[si (thirteenth century), quite apart from the

fact that Avicenna himself was an Iranian who wrote Persian as

well as Arabic. Then it becomes not only inadequate, but posi-

tively misleading to sPeak of "Arab philosophy." These men

exerted an influence chiefly on non-Arabic Islam and moreover

their thinking, associated in one way or another with Shi'ism,

throws an entirely new light on the significance of $rlfism in

Islam. Here I am not questioning the pre-eminence of Koranic

Arabic in Iiturgy and theology; on the contrary, there is every

reason to stress the grandeur of the term "Arab" when it is

associated with investiture with the prophetic mission. But it

must be acknowledged that today the concePt of the prophetic

mission is undergoing a laicization with predictable effects. To

continue to employ the term employed by the Scholastics be-

cause they were unable to draw the ethnic distinctions that are

inescapable today would be to encourage disastrous confusion.

Suhrawardi died a martyr at the age ofthirty-eight in Aleppo,

whither he had rashly journeyed ( t tst ), a victim of the rabid

intolerance of the doctors of the Law and of $alalraddin, the

fanatic known to the Crusaders as Saladin. Though his life was

cut off too soon, he succeeded in carrying out a great design: in

reviving in Iran the wisdom of the ancient Persians, their doc-

trine oflight rnd Darkness. The result was the philosoPhy' or
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rather, to take the Arabic term in its etymological sense, the
"theosophy of Light" (fiilmat al-hhraq) to which we find
parallels in many pages of the work of Ibn .Arabi. In accom-
plishing this great design, Suhrawardi was conscious of estab-
lishing the "Oriental wisdom" to which Avicenna too had
aspired and knowledge of which reached Roger Bacon in the
thirteenth century. But ofthis work of Avicenna only fragments
remain, and Suhrawardi was of the opinion that because Avi-
cenna was without knowledge of the sources of ancient Iranian
wisdom, he had been unable to complete his project. The effects
of Suhrawardi's theosophy oflight have been felt in Iran down
to our own time. One of its essential features is that it makes
philosophy and mystical experience inseparable: a philosophy
that does not culminate in a metaphysic of ecstasy is vain specu-
lation; a mystical experience that is not grounded on a sounc
philosophical education is in danger of degenerating and going
astray,

This element in itself would suffice to place Suhrawardi and
Ibn'Arabi in the same spiritual family. It situates this theosophy
on a spiritual plane higher than the rational plane on which the
relations between theology and philosophy, belief and knowl-
edge, are ordinarily discussed. The controversy concerning
these relations, so characteristic of postmedieval Westem
philosophy, has its sources in the situation briefly analyzed
above. Actually, Suhrawardi deals not with a problem but with
an imperative ofthe soul: the fusion ofphilosophy and spiritual-
ity. The ecstatic heroes of this "Oriental theosophy" of Light
are Plato, Hermes, Kay-Khusraw, Zarathustra, Muhammad:
the lranian prophet and the Arab prophet. By the conjunction of
Plato and Zarathustra (Zoroaster) Suhrawardi expresses a
characteristic intention of the Iranian philosophy of the twelfth
century, which thus anticipates by some three centuries the
thinking of the famous Byzantine philosopher Gemistos Pletho.
In contradistinction to the Peripatetics, the Ishraqiyon, the
disciples of Suhrawardi, are designated as "Platonists" (l;fab
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"lfla!iln). Ibn 'Arabi was to be surnamed the Platonist, the "son
of Plato" (Ibn lflalan). This clarifies certain co-ordinates of
the spiritual topography which we are here trying to establish.
Anticipating the projects of Gemistos Pletho and Marsilio
Ficino, this oriental Platonism, this Zoroastrian Neoplatonism
of lran escaped the rising tide of Aristotelianism which invaded
the Latin Middle Ages and for several centuries determined not
only their philosophy but also their world feeling. Accordingly,
when in Cordova the young lbn 'Arabi attended the funeral ol
Averroes, the great master of medieval Aristotelianism, the
melancholy scene becomes transfigured into a symbol which we
shall do well to consider attentively.

Such resurgences of Platonism point up the contrast: in the
West, the defeat of Latin Avicennism, overwhelmed first by
the attacks of the pious Guillaume d'Auvergne, bishop of Paris,
then by the rising tide of Averroism; in,Iran, drawing fresh
vigor from Suhrawardi's Zoroastrian Neoplatonism, Avicen-
nism entered on a new life that has endured down to our own
time. Iran moreover, knows no development corresponding to
the disappearance, with all it implied, of the ,Animar coekstes, the
hierarchy of the Angelic Souls rejected by Averroism. Along
with the .Animaz coehstes Iranian Islam preserved the objective
existence of the intermediate world, the world of subsistent
lmages ('alam al-mithal) or immaterial bodies, which Suhra-
wardi calls the cosmic "Intermediate Orient." Concomitantly it
preserved the prerogative ofthe Imagination which is the organ
of this intermediate world, and with it the specific reality of the
events, the theophanies, enacted in it, a reality in the fullest
sense, though it is not the physical, sensory, historical reality of
our material being. This world is the scene of Suhrawardi's
symbolic dramaturgy. His work includes a complete cycle of
Recitals of Initiation in Persian, which are a continuation of the
Avicennan Recitals. Their titles are suggestive: the "Recital of
Occidental Exile"; the "Vademecum of the Fedeli d'amore" i
"The Purplc Archangel," etc. The theme is always the Quest of,
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and encounter with, the Angel who is the Holy Spirit and the
Active Intelligence, the Angel of Knowledge and Revelation.
In the "Recital of Exile" the symbolic narrative is taken up
where it was left off by the Avicennan recital of $ayy ibn
Yaq?an, an episode which Avicenna himself transcended in the
"Recital of the Bird," later translated into persian by Suhra-
wardi. How irremediable was the defeat of Avicennism in the
Occident is demonstrated by the fact that Westerners in our
time still refuse to perceive the mystical implications of Avi-
cenna's noetics as illustrated in his symbolic recitals.

In the Suhrawardian theosophy of Light, the entire platonic
theory of ldeas is interpreted in terms of Zoroastrian angelol-
ogy. Expressing itself as a metaphysic of essences, the Suhra-
wardian dualism ofLight and Darkness precludes the possibility
of a physics in the Aristotelian sense of the word. A physics of
Light can only be an angelology, because Light is life, and Life
is essentially Light. What is known as the material body is in
essence night and death; it is a corpse. Through the varying
intensity of their luminescence, the Angels, the "lords of the
species" (the Fravashis of Mazdaism), give rise to the different
species, which the natural body _can never account for. What
Aristotelianism considers as the concept of a species, the logical
universal, ceases to be anything more than the dead body of an
Angel.

The Sage in whose person this sense of the universe cul_
minates in a metaphysic of ecstasy, who combines the fullness of
philosophical knowledge with that of mystical experience, is
the perfect Sage, the "Pole" (Qutb); he is the summit of the
invisible mystical hierarchy without which the universe could
not continue to subsist. Through this idea of the perfect Man
(ef. the anthropos taler'os of Hermetism), the theosophy oflshraq
was spontaneously oriented toward an encounter with Shi.ism
and its Imamology; it was eminently equipped to provide a
philosophical foundation for the concept of the eternal Imam
and for its exemplifications in the pleroma of the Holy Imams
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(the "spiritual Guides"). In the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, with the masters of the school of Ispahan (Mir
Damad, Mulla Sadra Shirazi, Qedi Sa'id Qummi, etc.), lrr,,aqt
Avicennism became l}a Shi'ite philosophy, and the consequences
of this development may be felt even in the most recent form of
Imamist philosophy, the school of Shaikh Ahmad A};sa'i and
his successors, or Shaikhism. Mulla $adra might be callec
the "St. Thomas of lran," if we had in mind a St. Thomas com-
bined with a Jacob Boehme and a Swedenborg, a possibility
which is perhaps conceivable only in Iran. But the way to Mulla

$adra's work was paved by a long line of masters who inte-
grated the doctrines of Ibn eArabi into the Shi'ism ofthe twelve
Imams (or perhaps we should speak ofa re-integration, for',
study ofthe origins ofthese doctrines suggests a return to their
source). This work was carried on between the fourteenth and
sixteenth centuries by such men as Ibn Abi JumhDr, f:Iaydar
Amuli, 'Ali Turka Ispahani, etc. Moreover an entire philosophy

ofLight is at work in the doctrines oflbn'Arabi; it remains to be
established to what extent Mulla $adra is indebted to Ibn

'Arabi for his own existential interpretation of the theosophy of
Ishraq, which Suhrawardi had conceived in terms of a meta-
physics of essence.

All this, we are well aware, has been recalled in broad strokes
and too quickly. Nevertheless, it has to be recalled, for in the
present state of Islamic studies it is to be feared that these
figures would not spontaneously group themselves in the
reader's mind. And only through such a grouping can the reader
gain an intimation of the perspectives we have set out to ex-
plore. The little we have said suffices to prove that the develop-
ment of philosophical thought in Islam reached neither its

conclusion nor its apogee with Averroes. We shall have occasion

to analyze elsewhere the reasons why it was to reach its full

flowering principally in Iran and to investigate the profound

meaning of tlrir fact, ln this flowering the names of Suhrawardi
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and of Ibn 'Arabi, with what they imply, are profoundly inter_
mingled. But we are still far from having exhausted the bench_
marks and co-ordinates of our spiritual topography. The biog_
raphy of Ibn 'Arabi will itself provide us with an opportunity to
group certain necessary complements, because the events thar
occupy it never reduce themselves to the simple material facts
ofa biography, but always seem to express, to symbolize, some
inner happening. Even the dates to which they attach are only
outward references; their true reference is ..transhistorical,':

most frequently it is situated in that intermediate world of
subsistent Images, without which there would be no theopha_
nies. We shall consider these events later on, grouped according
to the sequence of three privileged symbols which orient the
inner life curve of our shaihh. We should first like to consider
them, as it were, in their polarizing function.

We have already gained a glimpse ofthe first event in evoking
Ibn 'Arabi looking on as the body of Averroes was brought
back to Cordova; in his mind there arises a question whose sad_
ness falls back upon the person ofthe great dead philosopher. As
though in standing there Ibn .Arabi had felt himself in advance
to be the silent victor in the conflict between theology and phi_
losophy in the West, that conflict in which they were both to
exhaust themselves, unaware that their very antagonism had
its origin in common premises which are absent in esoteric
gnosis, whether it be that of Ismailism, of the IshraqryAn, or of
an Ibn (Arabi. The scene occurred only a few years before the
moment when Ibn .Arabi, becoming aware that his spiritual
situation was without issue in the West, that is, in the Islam
ofAndalusia and North Africa, set out for the Orient, as though
miming in his own life and on the stage of visible geography,
the mystical drama of Suhrawardi's .,Recital of Occidental
Exile."

When Ibn .Arabi was bom (roo/ltor), Suhrawardi, who
was to be in Iran the resurrector of the wisdom of the ancient
Persians, was still a boy of ten; he was at school in Maregha
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in Azerbaijan. The date of Ibn 'Arabi's birth ( I ? Ramaden, 660)
coincides in the lunar calendar with the first anniversary of
what is perhaps the most crucial event in the history of Iranian
Ismailism: the proclamation of the Grand Resurrection at
Alamut. This unusual synchronism may be imputed to chance.
But is this a truly satisfactory answerl To mention the syn-
chronism, in any event, is to introduce, if only in passing, the
questions it will be possible to study as we pursue our parallel
studies oflbn rArabi and ofShi'ite theology. It seems paradoxi-
cal that the proponents of the Westem movement that has been
called "Neotraditionalism" should have taken so little interest
in Shi'ism, which represents par excellence the esoteric tradi-
tion of Islam, whether we have in mind Ismailian Gnosis or
the theosophy of Imimism, that is, of Duodeciman Shi'ism
down to its traditional modem elaborations, such as the Iranian
Shaikhism to which we have already referred. It is evident,
however, that the conditions for a spiritual dialogue between
Islam and Christianity change radically accordingly as Chris-
tianity addresses itself to Shi'ite Islam or to another branch of
Islam.

The first question we shall ask about Ibn'Arabi is: Exactly
how much of Ismailian esoterism, or of a related esoterism,
can he have assimilated before leaving the Maghrib foreveri
We find indications in his familiarity with the school of Almeria
and in the fact that he composed a commentary to the orily sur-
viving work of lbn Qasi, initiator of the movement of the
Muridin in southem Portugal, where many characteristic traits
of Ismailian-Shi'ite inspiration are discemible. We shall take
account of a remarkable phenomenon which occurred simul-
taneously at both geographic limits of Islamic esoterism: the
part played by the teachings of Empedocles, transfigured as a
hero of prophetic theosophy. Asin Palacios carefully noted the
importance of this Neoempedoclism in the school of Almeria in
Andalueia, while at the same time he saw fit to regard the dis-
ciplcr of lbn Marlrrn (d. sl9/9rl ) as the heirs to Priscillian's
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gnosis. Simultaneously in Iran, the influence of this same Em-
pedocles made itself felt in a philosopher who corresponded
with Avicenna, namely, Abu'l-Hasan al-.Amiri and in the cos-
mogonies of Suhrawardi and of Ismailism.

The second question will concem the immense opus of Ibn
'Arabi's maturity. Certain chapters of the great book of the
Fufibat might have been written by a pure Shi.ite. Such is the
case for example with Chapter xxxrxs, dealing with the secret
of Salman (Salman Parsi, Salman the Persian, or Salmin Pik,
"Salman the Pure"). This is the secret which gained admittance
to the "members of the Prophetic H o:use" (",4hlal-Ba1l), that is,
to the Holy Imams, for this son of a Mazdean knight of Fars
(Persis), turned Christian, who set out in quest of the True
Prophet, whom he found in Arabia, and in whose house he as-
sumed the angelic ministry of an initiator into the secret mean-
ing of past Revelations. The indications become more precise.
Ibn 'Arabi regards as his heirs-along with Salman-those
whom the S0fis called the "poles"; in terms to which any
Shi'ite might subscribe, he interprets the Koranic verse ( xxxrrr:
ss), which is one of the scriptural foundations of Shirism (a
verse sanctifying the persons of the Fourteen Most-Pure: the
Prophet, his daughter Fatima, and the twelve Imams). These
indications, and they are not alone of their kind, are worthy of
meditation. They explain in any case the reception given his
work by those Shirites who were preparing the way for the
$afavid renaissance to which we have referred above. We shall
have to determine in what measure the influence of lbn .Arabi

was responsible for the feeling which may have enabled SEfism
to find the secret of its origins, witness for example l,{aydar
Amuli (fourteenth century), himself a Shi.ite commentator of
Ibn 'Arabi, who proclaimed that the true Shi.ism was Qufism
and that reciprocally the true $ufism was Shi?ism.

This chain of thinkers in itself gives us an idea of the de-
velopment ofa philosophy and ofa spirituality incommensurably
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broader and deeper than the schema to which our handbooks on
the history of philosophy have accustomed us. They already
lead us to ask the question: How is it that the philosophical
ferment remained alive in the Shi'ite world and nowhere else
in Islam, and that in the sixteenth century school of Ispahan
a renaissance occurred whose effects have been felt down to our
own time? Shi'ite sentiment must in itself imply or provoke a
certain number of speculative and spiritual possibilities to which
thus far the philosophers and theologians of the West have
accorded very little interest. And yet they would find in this
body of ideas a number of themes at once familiar and strange.
Shi'ite Imamology indeed arouses reminiscences of a Christol-
ogy, but of a Christology which knows nothing of Paulinism.
Many chapters of the history of dogmas considered as closed
and "superseded" would then have to be reopened, revealing
unsuspected possibilities that have burgeoned elsewhere.

All the great themes constitutive of Shi.ite thought provide
the theological reflection they arouse with material incom-
parably richer than the contribution of Sunnite Islam. Their
dominant is the idea of the Theophany in Human form, the
divine anthropomorphosis which fills the gulf left open by ab-
stract monotheism. Here I am not speaking of the Christian
dogma of the Incarnation, of the hypostatic union defined by
the Councils, but ofthe manifestation ofthe unknowable God in
the angelic form of the celestial Anthropos, of which the Holy
I'mams were the exemplifications on earth, the "theophanic
forms" (maVdhir). Whereas the idea of the Incarnation postu-
lates a unique material fact situated among the chronological
facts ofhistory, and upon that fact builds the ecclesiastical reality
which sociological monism would laicize as a "social Incama-
tion," the theophanic idea, as we shall see in the course of this
book, will call for a celestial assumption of man, the return to a
time that is not the time of history and its chronology.

'fhe recurrence of the theophanies, the perpetuation of their
thcir nrystcry, portulate neither an ecrlesiastical reality nor
r dogmrtic mrglrtcry, but thc virtue of the revealed Book as
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the "cipher" of an eternal Word, forever capable of producing

new creations (cf. in the second part of this book, the idea of

"recurrent creation" in lbn 'Arabi). This precisely is the

Shi'ite idea of the ta'utl, the esoteric spiritual exegesis which

apprehends all material data, things and facts as symbols, trans-

mutes them, and "carries them back" to symbolized Persons.

All appearance, every exoteric m eaning (zahh) has an esoteric

meaning (ba1in)1 the book "descended from Heaven," the

Koran, limited to the apparent letter, perishes in the opacity

and servitude of legalist religion. It is necessary to bring out

the transparency of its depths, the esoteric meaning. And that

is the mission of the Imam, the "spiritual Guide," even if as

in the present period of the world he is in "great Occultation"-

or rather, this meaning is himself, not to be sure his empirical

individuality, but his theophanic Person. His "magistery" is

an initiatory "magistery"; the initiation to the t4'7t l is a

spiritual birth (utiladat ralanya). Because here, as among all

those who have practiced it in Christianity, that is, those who

have not confused spiritual meaning with allegory, the ta'zall en-

ables men to enter a new world, to accede to a higher Plane of

being.
Although it may seem arbitrary to a philologist reduced to

the plane of the 4,ahir (the exoteric), to a phenomenologist

attentive to structures, la'zrrtl ( spiritual hermeneutics) reveals

the rigorous laws of its objectivity. And it is the philosophy of

Light, represented by Suhrawardi as well as Ibn 'Arabi, which

provides the foundations for this objectivity of the ta'zall and

regulates the "science of the Scales," the "symbolism of the

worlds" practiced by Shi'ite theosoPhy. Indeed the numerous

esoteric meanings merely corroborate, by spiritual experience,

the geometric laws of the *ierrce of 2etspctiac as it is known

to our philosophers.{

4. For further details, see our study, "L'Intdriorisation du sens cn
hermdneutique eou6e iranienne" ('Alt Turka IsPehht and 'AlI'uddawla
S?mnlnl).
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The ta'wtl, Shi'ite hermeneutics, does not deny that prophetic

Revelation was concluded with the prophet Mullammad, the
"seal of prophecy." It postulates, however, that prophetic
hermeneutics is not concluded and will continue to bring forth
secret meanings until the "return," the Paroaia, of the awaited
Imam. of him who will be the "seal of the Imamate" and the
signal for the resurrection of Resurrections. All this, it is true,
alarmed official Sunnite Islam, which felt the Law shaking on
its foundations and reacted accordingly, as the tragic history of
Shi'ism bears witness.

Thus, because Avenoes the great Aristotelian also practiced
a ta'wtl, whose foundations and the questions it led him to ask
have been evoked above, the scene of Ibn 'Arabi attending the
funeral of Averroes, appears as a symbol, polarizing the themes
we have just recapitulated. For Ibn rArabi was himself a great
master of ta'utl-we shall see him at work jn the course of this
book-and it is impossible to speak of ,a'?rtl without speaking
of Shi'ism, for ta'zatl is basic to its attitude toward Scripture.
Thus we are introduced to an Oriental spirituality which, un-
like that of the Occident, was unaware of the problems raised
by Averroism, or rather an environment whose spiritual situa-
tion was alien to the problems of which Averroism and Thomism
are symptoms.

Three years after this funeral another event was to assume
a symbolic significance in the life of Ibn 'Arabi. Resolved to
leave his native Andalusia, Ibn 'Arabi set out for the Orient
without hope of return. Concurrently, at the extreme eastem
limits of the Islamic world, tragic events had led to an exodus
in the opposite direction. For us this movement derives sym-
bolic significance from the fact that it came, as it were, to meet
lbn 'Arabi, himself retuming to the land of his origins. The
meeting place was the Middle East. Ibn 'Arabi was to die in

Drmascus in tc4o, exactly sixteen years before the capture
of Brghded by the Mongols announced the end ofa world. But
for ycrrr thc rovlgcr of the Mongol onslaught had induced a
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reflux of Islam from Central Asia across Iran toward the Mid-
dle East. (Among the famous refugees: Najmuddrn Daya Razi,
Mawlana Jalaluddin Rumi and his father, etc. ) One ofthe great-
est masters of Central Asian $ufism, Najm Kubri, met a mar-
tyr's death resisting the Mongols at Khwarezm (Khiva) in
618/r22o. It was this same Najm Kubrl who imprinted upon

Fufism a speculative, visionary tendency which clearly dis-
tinguishes it from the way of life of the pious ascetics of Meso-
potamia who had taken the name of 90fis in the first centuries
of Islam.6

Among the first generation of the disciples of Najm Kubrir
there occurred an event of great importance for the question
which concerns us here and which has never been adequately
dealt with*the question, namely, of the affinity and reunion
between the theosophy of Ibn 'Arabi and the theosophy of the

$dfism originating in Central Asia, and consequently of Shi'ite

$ufism. One of the greatest disciples of Najm KubriL, the shailh
Sa'duddin Hamml'i (d,. 65o/rc,52) wrote a long letter to lbn

'Arabi, in which he questions him on matters of high theosophy

6. The etymology ofthe word "9[fl" employed to designate the Spiri-
tuals of lslam has been a subj€ct of research and controversy, Most stu-
dents ofthe matter have accepted the explanation given by several masters
of $ufism, who derive the word from ,2/, the Arabic word for wool. Ac-
cording to this theory, a woolen garment was the distinguishing mark
of the $itfls; hence, the word. taSawuuJ, to profesq $Ufism. But is this
explanation truly satisfactoryl We know that there have always been
ingenious grammarians prepared to trace foreign words in Arabic back
to Semitic roots. Certain Western orientalists have simply regarded the
word "$ufi" as a transliteration of the Greek soplos, sage (,rqfryc, $ttfism,
is indeed the Arabic spelling of Hagia Sophia). That was too good to be
true. And yet Blr[nl, the great tenth-century scholar, as he made clear
in his book about India, was still well aware that the word was not ol
Arabic origin. He, too, regarded it as a transcription of the Greek sofior.
The conclusion was all the more inescapable in that the idea of the sage
embodied in $0ffsm corresponded, if not to our idea of the sage, at leasr
to that 6et forth by Empedocles ofAgrigentum, namely, the sage-prophet,
whose importance has been stressed in the present booki ci 'Izzuddh
R,,sh,,nl, Misbdi ol-Hida!4, pp. 66-66.
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and ta'wtl and refers expressly to one of Ibn cArabi's works.e
In turn his most noted disciple, .Azizuddin Nasafi, left a con_
siderable opus all in Persian, in which Hammtt.i recognized
the quintessence of his own doctrine and of his own works,
which have today been largely lost. The work of .Aziz Nasaft
is perhaps eminently suited to illustrate our vision of an Orienr
coming to meet the eastbound pilgrim.

Finally, there is a high place of the spirit in lran, which can_
not remain absent from our topography: Shirlz, the capital of
Fers (Persis) in the southwest of lran. There another con_
temporary, Ruzbehan Baqli Shirazi (d. 6o6/rqos), produced
in Persian and in Arabic an opus of the utmost importance for
the orientation of Iranian $ufism; his religion, wiich, as we
shall see below, was that of a true Fedele d,amore, made him
not only a precursor of llafi4 another famous Shirizi poet,
whose Dtwan is still treated as a Bible by the Iranian gofis;
moreover, the religion of R0zbehan is in perfect and striking
consonance with the passages of Ibn .Arabi,s .,dialectic of lovei
that will be quoted here.?

We have established a certain number of co-ordinates. indi_
cated a few benchmarks in our spiritual topography. These
indications are far from complete, but they suffice to provide
the reader with a preliminary orientation. The two events of
Ibn 'Arabi's life chosen rhus far as polarizing symbols will
assume their deepest significance if we associate them with a
dominant and permanent trait of our srla*rl,s personality. In

6. We owe our knowledge of rhis lerter (so important for the historv
of Iranian $0fism) to M. Marian Mold, who found it in the orivate lihrar"v
of Dr. Minossian in lspahan ( MS I l8l ). In this Arabic lette'r ( eieht paqe's
o[ sevcnteen..lines each), Sarduddtn refers expressly ro the ;Bo;k"of

.r neopnanres ' ltaJa, ijdt)i unfortunately, to judge by an appended note,
lbn'Arabl does nor seem to have ever sent an answer.
,,i; S"o, l9l9"lr.. Baqlr_Shtrtzr, t-c Jasnin des Fidttes d'amour (K.
',/lbha.r al-'Ashiqin), Traiti dc soujsnt en pcrsan and Commcntairc sur les
laradorcs dct Soujs (Sharl-i Shalhiyt). -

90 9t
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the presence of a Spiritual, one asks almost automatically: who

were his masters? Ibn rArabi had many and met many; his

numerous journeys and peregrinations brought him into con-

tact with almost all the $tl{i masters of his day. Yet essentially

he never had more than one, and that one was none of the usual
visible masters; we find his name in no archives; we cannot

establish his historical co-ordinates or situate him at any par-

ticular moment in the succession of the human generations.

Ibn 'Arabi was, and never ceased to be, the disciple of an in-

visible master, a mysterious prophet figure to whom a number

of traditions, both significant and obscure, lend features which

relate him, or tend to identify him, with Elijah, with St. George,

and still others. Ibn 'Arabi was above all the disciple of Khidr
(Kha{ir). We shall attempt further on to indicate what it sig-

nifies and implies to be "the disciple of Khi{r." In any event

such a relationship with a hidden spiritual master lends the

disciple an essentially "transhistorical" dimension and pre-

supposes an ability to experience events which are enacted in

a reality other than the physical reality of daily life, events

which spontaneously transmute themselves into symbols.

Ibn 'Arabi, the disciple of Khidr, Presents a kinship with

those $offs who called themselves Uwaysis. They owed this

name to a pious ascetic of Yemen, Uways al-Qarani, a con-

temporary of the Prophet, who knew the Prophet without ever

having seen him in his lifetime; the Prophet in turn knew him

without ever having laid eyes on him, and it was to him that

he referred in this saying preserved in a ladtth: "I feel the

breath of the Compassionate coming from tr, direction of

Yemen." Thus Uways had no visible human guide; it was only

after the Prophet's death that he went to the $ijaz, where he

became one of the first martyrs of Shi'ism dying in the battle

of giFm (36/65?) for the cause of the first Imim. All those

among the gofis who had no visible nurshtd (guide), that is, an

earthly man like themselves and a contemPorary, called them-

selves Uwaysis. One of the most famous was Abu'l-IJasan
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Kharraqeni (d. 425/ro'4), an lranian $Ufi, who left us the
following saying: "I am amazed at those disciples who declare
that they require this or that master. You are perfectly well
aware that I have never been taught by any man. God was my
guide, though I have the greatest respect for all the masters."
More specifically, according to a tradition reported by Jemi, it
was the "Angel" (rAhanrya) of an other great Iranian $uli,
Abu Yazid Baslami (d. 26r /s7 6) who guided Abu'l-gasan
along the spiritual Path. Such was also the case with the great
mystical poet Fanlduddin 'Atttr of Nishapor (d. an / rczo)
who, again according to Jemi, had for master and guide the
"being-of-light" of Man.sur lJallaj (d. sos /geq).8

If we carry our analysis a little deeper, we shall see once
again how, beneath its various technical solutions, the problem
of the Intellects and of their relation to the active Intelligence
conceals a crucial existential decision. Tfe solutiorr-the de-
cision, rather-prefigures and conditions a whole chain of spir-
itual development with far-reaching consequences. For it an-
nounces either that eech hunan being is orimted toward a quest
for his personal invisible guide, or that he entrusts himself to
the collective, magisterial authority as the intermediary be-
tween himself and Revelation. The spiritual autonomy of an
Ibn 'Arabi goes hand in hand with the characteristic trait of the
Fcdeli d.'amore, referred to above. Thus we shall not be surprised
to find that his doctrine of love is similar to theirs. In other
words, the figure of the Angel-Intelligence-as Holy Spirit,
Angel of Knowledge and of Revelatio*--commands all orienta-
tions, all the approaches and withdrawals which occur in the
epiritual topography here outlined, accordingly as we accept
or as we sidestep the personal relation it suggests, the co-
responsibility for personal destiny assumed by "the alone with
the Alone."

8. ?xe N4JabAt ol-Uas, p.6,rc, in which JtmI relates that the Light
(r!r) of Halllj wr! mrnifested, "epiphanized" (tajalE lard) to the spirit
(rlr) of'Attlr rnd w|| hir precepror ( z|lrcDbi).
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One of those who gained the best insight into the scope and
resonance of the problem of the Intelligence raised in medieval
philosophy was perhaps Abu'l-Barakat, a profound and original

Jewish thinker who was converted to Islam toward the end of
his life (d. 560/r166). He envisaged an answer which is neither
the separate Active Intelligence, one for all, nor an active In-
telligence immanent in each individual, but a plurality of sepa-
rate and fanscendent active Intelligences, corresponding to the
specific divergencies among the multitude of souls. "Some souls
. have learned everything from invisible guides, known
only to themselves. The ancient Sages . taught that
for each individual soul, or perhaps for a number of souls with
the same nature and affinity, there is a being of the spiritual
world who, throughout their existence, adopts a special solici-
tude and tenderness toward that soul or group of souls; it is he
who initiates them into knowledge, protects, guides, defends,
comforts them, brings them to final victory, and it is this being
whom these Sages called, the PerJect Nature. Lnd it is this friend,
this defender and protector, who in religious language is called
the,,{ngel."t

Suhrawardi referred on several occasions to the vision of
this Perfect Nature by a Hermes in ecstasy, who was perhaps
his own pseudonym. Just as we can recognize in this mysterious
figure the features of the Mazdean Da€nl-Fravashi, the com-
mentators identify it with the Angel Gabriel, denoting the Holy
Spirit of each individual; in the pages th4t follow we shall ob-
serve, through the experience of Ibn 'Arabi, the recurrence of
this Figure, which imposes itself with the ir .stence of an
archetype. A great Iranian mystic of the fourteenth century,

'Ala'uddawla Semnani, was to speak in similar terms of the
"invisible master," the "Gabriel of your being." His esoteric
exegesis, his ta'zotl, carries the figures of Koranic revelation
to a sevenfold depth; to attain to the "Gabriel of your being"

g. See our Avicmaa, pp. 89-90.
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is to pass successively through the seven esoteric levels and to
be reunited with the Spirit which guides and initiates the,.seven
prophets of your being." This striving is also designated as
Jacob's contest with the Angel, which was so interpreted in
the symbolic exegesis of the Jewish mystic Joseph ben Judah:
the intellective soul struggling to be united with the Angel,
with the active Intelligence, until the rising of thelight (ishraq),
at which time the soul emerges, delivered, from the darkness
that imprisoned it.r0 Thus no doubt we should speak not of a
combat with, that is against, the Angel, but of a combat Jor
the Angel, for the Angel in turn needs the response of a soul
if his being is to become what it has to be. A whole series of
Jewish speculative mystics found the same symbolism in the
Song of Songs, where the Beloved plays the role of the active
Intelligence, while the heroine is the thinking human soul.u

Here let us pause, for it seems to us tha't with the symbol ol'
Ibn 'Arabi as disciple of Khi{r we have reached the center
which dominates the co-ordinates of our spiritual topography.
Whatever name we may give to the disciple's relationship with
his personal invisible guide, the events it determines do not
fall within quantitative physical time; they cannot be measured
according to homogeneous, uniform units of time and chronol-
ogy regulated by the movements ofthe stars; they find no place
in the continuous chain of irreversible events. These events,
to be sure, are enacted in time, but in a time that is peculiar to
them, a discontinuous, qualitative, pure, psychic time, whose
moments can be evaluated only according to their own measure,
a measure which in every instance varies with their intensity.
And this intensity measures a time in which the past remains
present to the future, in which the future is already present to

to. According to Salomon Munk, quoted in E. Renan, AufioA, ct
l'.lv,no1tm., p. t8t.

- .f f. Sce thc ffne comprehensive study by Georges Vajda, L'"4mour dc
Ditu dut la lhlologh juivc du MoXca Age, erp. pp.-r+e-+!.
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the past, just as the notes of a musical phrase, though played

successively, nevertheless persist all together in the present and
thus form a phrase. Hence the recurrences, the possible inver-
sions, the synchronisms, incomprehensible in rational terms, be-
yond the reach of historical realism, but accessible to another
"realism." that of the subtile world, 'alam al-mithdl, which
Suhrawardi called the "Middle Orient" of celestial Souls and
whose organ is the "theophanic Imagination" that will concern
us here.

Once he has recognized his invisible guide, a mystic some-
times decides to trace his own isndd, to reveal his spiritual
genealogy, that is, to disclose the "chain of transmission" cul-

minating in his person and bear witness to the spiritual as-
cendancy which he invokes across the generations of mankind.
He does neither more nor less than to designate by name the

minds to whose family he is conscious of belonging. Read in the

opposite order from their phenomenological emergence, these

genealogies take on the aPPearance oftrue genealogies. Judged
by the rules of our historical criticism, the claim of these

genealogies to truth seems highly precarious. Their relevance

is to another "transhistoric truth," \,vhich cannot be regarded

as inferior (because it is of a different order) to the material

historic truth whose claim to truth, with the documentation at

our disposal, is no less precarious. Suhrawardi traces the family

tree of the Ishraqiyon back to Hermes, ancestor of the Sages,
(that ldris-Enoch of Islamic prophetology, whom Ibn 'Arabi
calls the prophet of the Philosophers ) ; from him are descended

the Sages of Greece and Persia, who are followed bv certain
golis (Abu Yazid BaslImi, Kharraqrni, Hallaj, and thi: choice

seems particularly significant in view of what has been said

above about the Uwaysis), and all these branches converge in

his own doctrine and school. This is not a history of philosophy

in our sense of the term; but still less is it a mere fantasy.

Here it has beeri necessary to provide a minimum of informa-

tion. We can only hope for the coming of an integral humanism

$t. Betwem u4ndalusia and lran

which will make it possible to depart from the horizons of our

classical programs without being taken for a "specialist" who

shocks and wearies the "average enlightened reader" with his

incomprehensible allusions. We all have a general idea of the

Middle Ages; everybody knows that there is an "Arab" phi-

losophy and an "Arab" science but fails to suspect that there

z.,as much more, and that in this "much more" there rs a sum

of human experience, ignorance of which is not without its

bearing on the desperate difficulties besetting our times. For

no dialogue is possible without common problems and a com-

mon vocabulary; and such a community ofproblems and vocabu-

lary does not arise suddenly under the pressure of material

events, but ripens slowly through a common Participation in

the questions that mankind has asked itself. Perhaps it will be

argued that Ibn'Arabi and his disciples, or even Shi'ism as a

whole, represent only a small minority within the great masses

of lslam. That is true, but have we come to the point where

we can appreciate "spiritual energy" only in statistical termsl

We have tried to bring out some of the reasons that imPose

on us a vision more complex than that with which people ordi-

narily content themselves in speaking of Islam or of "Oriental

philosophies." These are usually taken to comPrise Arab, In-

dian, Chinese, and Japanese philosophy. It has become impera-

tive-we shall have more to say on the subject further on-

that Iranian philosophy be included in this list. Ancient Iran

is characterized by a prophetic religion, the religion of Zoroas-

ter, from which the religion of Mani cannot be dissociated.

Islamic Iran is marked by a philosophy and a spirituality which

polarized elements that are elsewhere not assimilable. This is

more than sufficient reason why our topography cannot disPense

with this intermediary between Arab Islam and the spiritual

universe of lndia. Having made this point, we shall gladly agree

that such a philosophical geography is not yet enough. We must

advance still further to the point where Ibn 'Arabi will lead us

st the end of the present book, at least to the threshold of the

myrticrl l(r'rbr, whon wc rhall see what we ente-r in entering
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It, and shall also see with whom we enter it. But this mystical

Ka'aba is in the "center of the world," a center which cannot

be situated by the methods of common cartography, any more

than the mission of the invisible guide depends on historical

co-ordinates.
It has seemed to us that three exemplary elements or traits

assume the character of symbols for the characterology of Ibn

'Arabi. They seem most eminently to attract and to constellate

the very themes which it is necessary to interrelate. These

three motifs, the witness of Averroes' funeral, the pilgrim to

the Orient, the disciple of Khidr, will now enable us to follow

the curve of our shaikh's life while becoming more intimately

acquainted with him. Insofar as the events of his life take on

the appearance of autobiographical data, charged with a trans-

historic meaning, it will be their function to throw an anticipa-

tory light on that twofold dimension of the human person, ol

which the active Imagination, investing the human person with

his "theophanic function," will subsequently give us a glimpse.

Ibn 'Arabi himself teaches us to meditate the facts of his auto-

biography in this way: in his Krlab al-Isrd', tn imitation and

amplification of the nocturnal assumption of the Prophet from

Heaven to Heaven, he sees himself as a "pilgrim to the Orient,"

starting for Jerusalem from Andalusia.

z. The Cuwe anil Symbols oJ lbn ' ArobT's Life

,At .Autrocs' Funcral

The earthly existence of Abii Bakr Mul.rammad ibu al-'Arabi

(abridged as lbn'Arabi) began in Murcia, in the southeast of

Spain, where he was born on l? Ramadan, 
^.H. 

560 (July 28,

^.D. 
l166). The synchronism has been noted above: According

to the lunar calendar, this date marks the first anniversary ol'

the proclamation of the "Great Resurrection" at Alamut in lran

by the Imam flasan ('ala dhilrihfs-salan, peace be uPon his
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memory), instituting the pure spiritual Islam of reformed lra-
nian Ismailism, r7 Ramadan, ;.n. 559 (August 8, A.D. I164).
Our shailh's surnames are well known: Mul.ryi'd-Din, "Ani-

mator of the Religion"; al-Shaikh al-Akbar, "Doctor Maxi-

mus"; Ibn Aflatun, "The Son of Plato" or "The Platonist."

At the age of eight he went to Seville where he studied and
grew to adolescence, leading the happy life made possible by

his noble, well-to-do family, entered into a first marriage with

a girl of whom he speaks in terms of respectful devotion, and

who seems indeed to have influenced him in his orientation

toward Stifism.12
It was at this time that lbn 'Arabi's visionary aptitudes be-

came apparent. He fell gravely ill; his fever brought on a state

ofprofound lethargy. While those about him thought him dead,
he in his inward universe was besieged by a troop of menacing,

diabolical figures. But then there arose a marvelously beautiful

being, exhaling a sweet perfume, who with invincible force

repulsed the demonic figures. "Who are you?" Ibn 'Arabi asked

him, "I am the Sura Yasin." His anguished father at his bedside

was indeed reciting that sura (the thiny-sixth of the Koran),

which is intoned specifically for the dying. Such was the energy

released by the spoken Word that the person corresponding to it

took form in the subtile intermediate world-a phenomenon nol

at all rare in religious experience. This was one of Ibn 'Arabi's
first entrances into the'dlam al-mithal, the world of real and

subsistent Images, to which we have referred at the beginning

of this book.
The experience was soon repeated. Ibn 'Arabi's memory of

le. For the whole, see the material gathered by Miguel Asln Palacios
in his great work El Islam cristianizado, cstudio dcl suf.smo a traois dc las
obras ic "4hnarabi-dc Mutcia. The pious sentiment which inspired the
great spanish Arabic scholar with this strange title is perceptible through-
out the work, which is still of the utmost value. But it is regrettable thal
he chould have applied language and ideas befitting a Christian monk
to r $0fl like lbn 'Arabt; their vocations are different, and in employing
,uch r mothod onc run! the risk of blurring the originality of both types.
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his youth seems to have been especially marked by his friendship
with two venerable $uli women, two shaikha, Yasmin of
Marchena and Flgima of Cordova. The latter was a spiritual
mother to him; he speaks with devotion ofher teaching, oriented
toward a life of intimacy with God. An extraordinary aura
surrounds their relations. Despite her advanced age, the venera-
ble shailha still possessed such beauty and grace that she might
have been taken for a girl of fourteen (ri), and the young Ibn

'Arabi could not help blushing when he looked at her face to
face. She had many disciples, and for two years Ibn 'Arabi was
one of them. Among other charismas that divine favor had con-
ferred on her, she had "in her service" the Sorat al-Fatifta (the
opening siira of the Koran). On one occasion, when it was
necessary to help a woman in distress, they recited, the Fdtilp
together, so giving it its consistent, personal and corporeal,
though subtile and ethereal form.ra The sura fulfilled its mission,
after which the saintly woman Falima recited a profoundly
humble prayer. Ibn 'Arabi himself gives an explanation of these
events in the pages that will here be analyzed, describing the
effects of the creative energy produced by the concenfiation of
the heart (hinna). We shall also recall this episode in studying
Ibn 'Arabi's "method of theophanic prayer," the creative
pmyer that becomes dialogue, creative because it is at once
God's prayer and man's prayer. Often the venerable siar,ila
said to her young disciple: "I am your divine mother and the
light ofyour earthly mother." And indeed, he goes on to relate,
"Once when my mother paid her a visit, the shaihha said to her:
'O lightl this is my son, and he is your father. Treat him with
filial piety, never turn away from him."' We shall hear these
same words again ( Part One, infine), applid, to the description
of the state of the mystic soul, at once mother and daughter of
the God ofhis ecstasy. This was the exact term, "mother ofher
father" (umm abtha), which the Prophet gave to his daughter

rs. FufibaL ll, sfi.
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Fatimat al-Zahra, Fatima the Radiant. If the venerable shaikha
of Cordova, homonym of the Prophet's daughter, saluted Ibn

'Arabi's mother in this way, she must have had a premonition
of the unique spiritual destiny in store for her young disciple.

Ibn 'Arabi was approaching the age of twenty when he be-
came aware of his definitive entrance upon the spiritual path
and ofhis initiation into the secrets of mystical life. This brings
us to the episode which seemed to us so eminently symbolic in
the context developed above. Actually the episode consists of
two scenes, separated by an interval of several years. Between
his encounter as a young man with Averroes and the day ofthe
funeral, Ibn 'Arabi did not see the great Peripatetic of Cordova,
not at least in the sensible, physical world. He himself tells us
that his own father, who was still living, was a close friend of
the philosopher. This facilitated the interview desired by
Averroes, an interview which ought to have,figured prominently
in our history of philosophy and spirituality. On some pretext,
Ibn 'Arabi's father sent him to the house of the philosopher,
who bad heard a good deal about the young man and was curious
to meet him. We shall let Ibn 'Arabi describe the encounter
between the integrist Aristotelian master and the young man
who was to be sumamed the "son of Plato."

"And so, one fine day, I went to Cordova, to the house of
Abu'l Walid lbn Rushd (Averroes). He had expressed the
desire to meet me personally, because he had heard ofthe revela-
tions that God had accorded me in the course of my spiritual
retirement, and he had made no secret of his astonishment at
what he had been told. For this reason my father, who was one
of his intimate friends, sent me to his house one day, pretexting
some sort of errand, in reality to enable Averroes to have a talk
with me. At that time I was still a beardless youth. When I
entered, the master arose from his place, received me with
cignal marks of friendship and consideration, and finally em-
braced me. Then he said: 'Yes.'and I in turn said; 'Yes.'His
joy was great rt noting that I had understood, But then taking
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cognizance of what had called forth his joy, I added: 'No.'

Immediately Averroes winced, the color went out ofhis cheeks,

he seemed to doubt his own thought. He asked me this question:

'What manner of solution have you found through divine illumi-

nation and inspiration? Is it identical with that which we obtain

from speculative reflectionl' I replied: 'Yes and no. Between

the yes and the no, spirits take their flight from their matter,

and heads are separated from their bodies.' Averroes turned

pale, I saw him tremble; he murmured the ritual phrase 'There

is no power save in God'-for he had understood my allusion'
"Later, after our interview, he questioned my father about

me, in order to compare the opinion he had formed of me with

my father's and to ascertain whether they coincided or differed.

For Averroes was a great master of reflection and philosophical

meditation. He gave thanks to God, I was told, for having

allowed him to live at such a time and permitted him to see a

man who had gone into spiritual retirement and emerged as I

had emerged. 'I myself,' he declared, 'had said that such a thing

was possible, but never met anyone who had actually experi-

enced it. Glory be to God who has let me live at a time dis-

tinguished by one ofthe masters ofthis experience, one of those

who open the locks of His gates. Glory be to God who has

accorded me the personal favor of seeing one of them with my

own eyes.'
"I wished to have another interview with Averroes. God in

His Mercy caused him to appear to me in an ecstasy ( zrragi'a )
in such a form that between his person and myself there was a

light veil. I saw him through this veil, but he did not see me or

know that I was present. He was indeed too absorbed in his

meditation to take notice of me. I said to myselft His thought

does not guide him to the place where I myself am.

"I had no further occasion to meet him until his death, which

occurred in the year 695 of the Hegira fl tse] in Marakesh.

His remains were taken to Cordova, where his tomb is. When

the coffin containing his ashes was loaded on the flank of a beast

42

$ a. The Arrue and Symbob

of burden, his works were placed on the other side to counter-
balance it. I was standing there motionless; with me was the
jurist and man of letters Abu'l lJusayn Mullammad ibn Jubayr,
secretary of the saXjlid Ab0 Sa'id [an Almuhad prince] and my
friend Abu'l-$akam'Amr ibn al-Sarraj, the copyist, Abu'l-
l.Iakam turned toward us and said: 'Have you not observed
what serves as a counterweight to the master Averroes on his
mount? On one side the master limdm], on the other his works,
the books he wrote.' And lbn Jubayr answered him: 'You say I
do not observe, O my childl I assuredly do. And blessed be
your tongue!' Then I stored up within me [Abu'l-$akam's
words] as a theme of meditation and recollection. I am now the
sole survivor among that little group of friends-may God
have mercy on them-and then I said: 'On one side the master,
on the other his works. Ahl how I wish I knew whether his
hopes have been fulfilled.' "r{

Is not all of Ibn rArabi in this extraordinary episode, this
threefold meeting with Averroesl On the first occasion it is "the
disciple of Khi{r," he who does not owe his knowledge of
spiritual experience to human teaching, who bears witness. On
the second, it is the author of the "Book of Theophanies" who
speaks, he who has full access to ahe intermediate suprasensory
world,'dlam al-nithdl, where the Active Imagination perceives
events, figures, presetrces directly, unaided by the senses.
Finally, overwhelming in its simplicity, fraught with the mute
eloquence of symbols, the return of the mortal remains to
Cordova. A last homage is rendered to the master, whose
essential work has been to restore integral Aristotelianism in
all its purity, by the "son of Plato," contemporary of the
Platonists of Persia (Suhrawardi's Ishraq-ryun) who, unbe-
knownst to thq Occident, inaugurated a development which
anticipated and surpassed the projects of a Gemistos Pletho or

14. Cf, Asln Prlecior, .El Isbm ctittiadzafu, pp. gHoi FvfilAt, I,
| 6t-64.
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of a Marsilio Ficino. And in the presence of this scene with its

unpremeditated symbolism, of the books counterbalancing the

corpse, the melancholy question: "Ah! how I wish I knew

whether his hopes have been fulfilled."

The same desire-"how I wish I knew"-rose to the lips of

the "interpreter of ardent desires" some years later when on a

night of pensive melancholy he circumambulated the Ka'aba. It

is of no importance whether he actually performed the rite or

whether it was only an inner vision. That night in any case he

heard the answer-from the lips of Her who as long as he lived

would remain for him the theophanic figure of SoPhia aeterna.

We shall have occasion to meditate the answer below (Ch. II).

It contains the secret on which depended the fulfilment of the

desires of the man of desire, because as soon as he consents to

his God, he himself becomes a pledge;for this God who shares

his destiny; and it is a secret which also determines that the

dawn of resurrection risen over the mystic soul will not be

reversed to become the dismal twilight of doubt, the cynical

rejoicing of the lgnorant at the thought that transcendence has

at last been overcome. If that should happen, yes indeed, the

momentary survivors would behold nothing more than the

mocking spectacle of a bundle of books counterbalancing a

corPse.
But lbn 'Arabi knew that this triumph is obtained neither by

the effort of rational philosophy, nor by conversion to what he

was later to tenn a "God created in dogmas." It depends on a

certain decisive encounter, which is entirely personal, ireplace-

able, barely communicable to the most fratemal soul, still less

translatable in terms of any change of extemal allegiance or

social quality. It is the fruit of a long quest, the work of an

entire lifetime; Ibn 'Arabi's whole life was this long Quest. The

decisive encounter took Place and was renewed for him through

Figures whose variants never ceased to refer to the same Person.

As we know, he read many books. For this very reason an in-

ventory of his "sources" is perhaps a hopeless undertaking,
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especially if we persist in speaking of syncretism instead of
applying ourselves to the true measure of this spiritual genius
who accepted only what was consonant with his "inner Heaven"
and who is above all his own "explanation." Moreover, far
more is involved than a question of literary sources. There is

the secret of a structure whereby the edifice was closely related
in style to the edifice which sprang up in eastern Islam, where
Shi'ism observed the precept "Do not strike at the face"-that
is, preserve the outer face ofliteral Islam, not only because it is
the indispensable support ofthe symbols, but also because it is a
safeguard against the tyranny of the ignorant.

In addition there are all the invisible, inaudible factors, all
that which rests on no other proof than personal testimony to
the existence of the subtile world. There are, for example, the
visitations of persons belonging to the esoteric, invisible hier-
archy, to the confratemities of spiritual beings who form a bond
between our world, or rather between each existence, and other
universes. They dominate the parallelism of the cosmic hier-
archies in Ismailism and live on in the Shaikhism of our time.
Undoubtedly they were present to mystic consciousness long
before Islam, but is it possible that they should have deserted
the place of Koranic Revelation?r6 These are elements of the
Spiritual Diary dispersed through the work of Ibn 'Arabi (as of

Swedenborg). And all this is beyond the domain ofphilology or
even of psychology, especially a psychology that has already

15. The idea of this mystic hierarchy recurs in variants throughout
the esotelism of Islam. In lbn 'Arabl the degrees of esoteric dignity or
perfection are the following: (r) the Qutb (Pole) around which the
sphere of the world's spiritual life revolves; (a) $o Imamt (Guides),
who are the vicars of the "Pole" and succeed him at his death; (g ) four
Awtdd (Pillarc), who perform their mission at each of the four cardinal
points; (4.) seven Abddl (Sub6titutes), who perform their mission in
each of the seven'climates; (5) twelve iVaqiD (Chiefs ) for the twelve
si8ns of the Zodiac: (6) eight Nq-d (Nobles) for the eight celestial
spheres ( Asln, El Islam cthtiaaizado, p. 4t , n. 2 ). In addition, for each of
the degrees or "abodes" along the spiritual path, there is in each epoch
r myotic who ir the pole around which revolve the acts, specific to thlt
"rbode," of rll thorG who occupy it in this world (ibid., p. 66).
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formed an idea ofthe limits of man and ofthe negative character
of mystic experience. But it is eminently the subject matter of
the prophetic psychology which held the attention of every
philosopher in Islam.

Finally, there are the innumerable spiritual masters, the $ufi
thaihhs, his contemporaries on earth, whom Ibn cArabi met and
whose teaching he wished to know. He himself left a joumal of
these encounters in his Rlstlal al-Quds. Moreover, though h€
read books, though he had visible and invisible masters, the
earnestness of his Quest forbade him to rely on second-hand
reports; further, his complete inner freedom left him indifferent
to the fear of so-called "dangerous" associations. Consequendy,
we can trust him and rely on the authenticity ofwhat he relates:
"I know," he says, "ofno degree of mystic life, no religion or
sect, but I myself have met someone who professed it, who
believed in it and practiced it as his personal religion. I have
never spoken of an opinion or doctrine without building on the
direct statements of persons who were its adepts." This vision-
ary master provides an example of perfect scientific probity;
every student of religions, every theologian, might well adopt
his maxim, even when their aim is not the specific aim of Ibn

'Arabi's quest.

l|he Pilgrim to tk Oricnt

Bearing all this in mind, we shall now follow our .rtral,trl in the
life of wandering which was one form of his earthly calling and
which began at the approach ofhis thirtieth year. Between I199
and l goo he visited diFerent parts ofAndalusia and made several
joumeys of varying duration to North Africa. But these restless
wanderings were only a prelude to the inner call, or rather th€
imperious vision, which would lead him to leave Andalusia and
the Maghrib forever, and make of him a symbolic pilgrim to the
Orient.

Encounters with holy men, mystic conferences, sessions of
instruction and discussion mark the stages of his successive or

I
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repeatd itineraries: Fez, Tlemcen, Bougie, Tunis, etc. It
would be of the utmost interest to co-ordinate the pages of his
Spiritual Diary noting personal events occrrring in the invisible
dimension with the physical happenings ofthis period in his life.
Ibn tArabi was actually in Cordova when the vision came to
him, but it was not "in Cordova" that he contemplated the
persons who were the spiritual poles ofall the peoples who had
succeeded one another before the coming of Islam; he even
learned their names in the course of this inner vision which
accorded with his secret and firndamental preoccupation with an
eternal religion, extending from the origin of origins down
through the history of the human race, whose Spirituals it
gathers together, at all times, in a single cof?ut mlstidtn. Vi-
sionary event, ecstatic initiation, whose time and place are the
calam al-mithdl, the world intermediate between the corporeal
and the spiritual state and whose organ pf perception is the
active Imagination.

It was actually in Tunis that one evening, witbdrawn in a
prayer niche of the Great Mosque, he composed a poem which
he communicated to no one. He did not even commit it to
writing, but registered the day and the hour of his inspiration
in his memory. A few months later, in Seville, a young m:rn
unknown to him, approached him and recited the verses. Over-
whelmed, Ibn 'Arabi asked him: "Who is their author?" And
the other replied: "Mulrammad Ibn 'Arabi." The young man
had never seen Ibn 'Arabi and did not know who was standing
before him. Then how did he know the verses? A few months
before (the very day and hour when the inspiration had come to
lbn 'Arabi in Tunis) a stranger, an unknown pilgrim, had
ningled, here in Seville, with a group of young men, and had
:ecited a poem which they, delighted, had begged him to repeat
in order that they might leam it by heart. Having done so the
r*anger had disappeared without making himself known or
caving any trrce. Similar events were well known to the masters
tf $ofilm; thc crpcrience was frequent, for example, with the
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great lranian shailh'Ala'uddawla Semnani ( fourteenth century).
The parapsychology of our days registers them with care, but
neither dares nor is able to draw any conclusions from this
suspension, or rather transcending, ofthe spatiotemporal condi-
tions of sense perception. The cosmology of $ofism possesses a
dimension-lacking in our view of the world-which takes
account of such experience. It guarantees the "objective"

reality of the supersensory world in which are manifested the
eFects of a spiritual energy whose source \s the heart and whose
organ is the active Imagination

It is "on earth," however, in the vicinity of Ronda, that Ibn

'Arabi had a long discussion with a self-assured Mu'tazilite
scholastic. They argued, disagreeing about the doctrine of
Names which, as we shall see, is the central pillar ofour sf,al'll's
theophanic edifice. In the end the Mu'tazilite capitulated. And
it was "actually" in Tunis that lbn rArabi began to study an
exceptionally important work of mystic theosophy: the Khal'
al-tta'layn (Removal ofthe sandals), the title being an allusion
to Koran verse xx:lq, to the command heard by Moses on
approaching the buming bush: "Remove thy sandals." It is the
sole surviving work of Ibn Qasi, whom we have already men-
tioned as the founder in the first half of the twelfth century in
southern Portugal (Algarbes) ofthe Muridin, an insurrectiona-
movement directed against the Almoravides. The movement, or
at least the foundations of its esoteric doctrine, was of Ismailian
Shi'ite inspiration. Ibn 'Arabi himself wrote a cornmentary on
the book; a study of it will assuredly help to throw light on the
affinities that have been noted between the doctrine of lbrr

'Arabi and Shi'ite theosophy, affinities which account for his
rapid assimilation by the Shi'ite $lfism of Iran.

Ibn Qasi's movement of the Muridin (the adepts) had as its
original source the school of Almeria to which Asin Palacios
inclined to relate Ibn 'Arabi's esoteric initiation. The teachings
of the school of Almeria, in turn, can probably be traced back,
through the $ufi master Ibn al-'Arif, to Ibn Masarra (d.
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tt9/9tl), and his Neoernpedoclean doctrines, certain aspects
of which have obvious traits in common with the Ismailian
cosmology and that ofSuhrawardi's /slrdg. Ofcourse we should
rrot look to this notion of Ibn Masarra as precursor for a com-
plete explanation oflbn 'Arabi. The fact remains, however, that
it was the ample quotations provided by Ibn .Arabi which
enabled Asin Palacios to reconstitute in its broad outlines the
lost work of Ibn Masarra; and Ibn rArabi's friendship with Ab0
'Abdallah al-Ghazztl, who was lbn al-.Aril"s disciple and con-
tinued his teaching, also suggests a profound tie.r.

Be that as it may, it is in Almeria that we find our shailh in
I 198-the year of Averroes' funeral-after the above-men-
tioned peregrinations and a brief return to his native Murcia.
The month ofRamadan, unpropitious for traveling, was begin-
ning. Ibn'Arabi took advantage ofhis stay in Almeria to write
an opusculum whose content announces the great works to
follow. This little book, which he entitled Mawaqf al-nujam
(the orbits ofthe stars), was written in eleven days under stress
of an inspiration confirmed in a dream, which commanded him
to write an introduction to spiritual life. "It is a book," he
writes elsewhere, "which enables a beginner to dispense with a
master, or rather: it is indispensable to the master, For there
are eminent, exceedingly eminent masters, and this book will
help them to attain the highest mystic degree to which a master
can aspire." In it, under the veil of the astronomical symbols,
our shailh describes the Light that God bestows on the $ofi in
the course ofthe three stages ofthe Way. The first stage, purely
exoteric, consists in the outward practice of the shofr.a, or
lig ral religion. Ibn 'Arabi symbolizes it by the stars whose
bf rliance darkens as soon as the full moon of the other two

-- 
Id. Ci Asln Palacios, "Ibn Masarra y su eccuela: origines de la

filololla hispano-musulmana," in Obras acogidas, t, r*+-*1, and ,.El
Mlrtico Abu'l-'Abbls ibn al-.Arrf de Almerta,', ibid., I, er;-es. We
hrvc rcfcrred ibovc to the links established by Asln between the school
of Almcrh_rnd Ncocmpedoclilm .s well .s the gnosis of priscillian;
cf, Arln, "lbr M|,|rn." l, t8 fr
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stages rises, the stages in the course of which the $ufi is

initiated into the ta'utl, the symbolic exegesis which "carries

back" the literal statements to that which they symbolize and of
which they are the "cipher,"-taught, in other words, how to

interpret the external rites in their mystic, esoteric sense. Now,
as we have said, it is not possible to utter the word ta'utl with-
out suggesting Shi'ism, whose fundamental scriptural principle

it is that every exoteric meaning (rydi#) has an esoteric counter-
paft (ba!in). And throughout Western Islam this sufficed to
alarm the authorities, jealous of the legalitarian religion and of
the literal truth.

Thus it is not to be wondered at if Ibn 'Arabi had a presenti-

ment that life in Andalusia would soon become impossible for
him. There were tragic precedents (Ibn Qasi, Ibn Barrajan).
Whoever departed from literalism was suspected of fomenting
political disorder. Ibn 'Arabi was not concerned with politics,

but once he had started on his path, the altemative was to re-
main unknown to official circles or to arouse their suspicions.
It is no easy matter for a man like Ibn rArabi to pass unnoticed.
He himself speaks of violent religious discussions between him-
self and the sultan Ya'qub al-Manglr. His only hope of finding
a wider audience, of meeting with greater tolerance, lay in
leaving Andalusia, the Maghrib, and the atmosphere created by
the Almuhad sultans, for the Eastern Islamic world where
indeed so many ofhis disciples were to thrive down through the
centuries.

His decision was taken in consequence of a theophanic vision:
He saw God's throne supported by an incalculable number of
flashing columns of fire. The concavity of the Throne, which
conceals its treasure, the celestial Anthropos, projected a
shadow which veiled the light ofthe Enthroned One, making it
endurable and contemplatable; in the softness of this shadow
there reigned an ineffable peace. (Thus the vision configurcs
with precision the mystery of divine anthropomorphosis in the
celestial world, which is the foundation of the theophanic idea,
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of the dialectic of love, and also the central secret of Shi.ire
imamology). A bird whose marvelous beauty surpassed the
beauty ofall other celestial birds was circling round the Throne.
It was the bird who communicated to the visionary the order to
set out for the Orient: he himself would be his companion and
celestial guide. At the same time he disclosed to Ibrr.Arabi the
name of an earthly companion who was awaiting him in Fez, a
man who had expressed the desire to leave for the Orient but
who had received a divine premonition that he should wait for
the companion who had been reserved for him. In this bird with
his celestial beauty, it is not difficult to recognize a figuration of
the Holy Spirit, that is, of the Angel Gabriel, Angellf Knowl_
edge and Revelation, to whom the philosophers itraced back,,
their active Intelligence. This is an infinitely precious datum,
enabling us at this decisive moment to appreciate the form of
Ibn 'Arabi's spiritual experience. The visionary image that rose
to his consciousness shows us that this was the very Figure
whose identity under many variants has been disclosei to rls in
connection with the Uwaysis. He is the personal Holy Spirit, in
his own words the "companion and celestial guide';; we shall
meet with him elsewhere in other forms, notably .'around the
mystic Ka'aba." Against this visionary setting ILn .Arabi, the
pilgrim to the Orient, seems to stand out as a personification of
the hero of Suhrawardi's "Recital of Occidental Exile.,,

With this departure begins the second phase of our shtilh,s
life of wandering. Between 697/:9c,0 and 62o/lgqg it would
lead him to various regions of the Near East, until at last he
settled in Damascus, where he was to pass the last seventeen
yt rs of his life in peace and arduous labors. tn 598/tgol when
lr{ reached Mecca, the first goal of his pilgrimage, Ibn .Arabi
was thirty-six years ofage. This first stay in the holy city was to
be so profound an experience that it formed the basis of what
we chall read later on about the .dialectic oflove.', He received
the hospitality ofa noble Iranian family from Ispahan, the head
of the houre bcing t shailh occr.rpying a high post in Mecca.This
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shaikh had a daughter who combined extraordinary physical

beauty with great spiritual wisdom. She was for Ibn 'Arabi
what Beatrice was to be for Dante; she was and remained for

him the earthly manifestation, the theophanic figure' of .Sofira

dtterna. lt was to her that he owed his initiation into the Fedzli

d'amorc. We shall find ample traces of this incident below

(Ch. II), Not to understand, or to affect not to take seriously

Ibn 'Arabi's conscious intention, in addressing the young girl

Sophia, of expressing a divine love, would be neither more nor

less than to close one's eyes to the theophanism on which this

book insists because it is the very foundation of our shaileh's

doctrine, the key to his feeling for the universe, God and man,

and for the relationships between them' lf, on the other hand,

one has understood, one will perhaps by that same token,

glimpse a solution to the conflict between symbolists and

philologists in connection with the religion ofthe Fcdzli d amorc,

Dante's companions. For theophanism there is no dilemma,

because it is equally far removed from allegorism and literal-

ism; it presupposes the existence of the concrete person, but

invests that person with a function which transfigures him,

because he is perceived in the light of another world.

His frequentation of the shaikh's family and of the small 6lite

circle surrounding it, gave lbn 'Arabi the quiet intimacy, the

confident peace of which he seems to have been deprived during

his years in the West, His stay in Mecca was the begirning of

his extraordinary productivity. His mystic life became more

intense; his circumambulations, real or imagined, of the Ka'aba

internalized as a "cosmic center," nourished a speculative efforl

to which inner visions and theophanic PercePtions lent exPeri-

mental confirmation. Ibn 'Arabi was received into the $0fi
brotherhood as he had been years before in Seville. But this,

after all, was only an outward sign.
The real and dmisive event was similar to that which had been

at the source ofhic depanure for the Orient. It could be only

provoked by meditation "around the Ka'aba," because such
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events occur only "in the center of the world," that is, at the
pole ofthe internal microcosm, and the Ka'aba is the "cente! of
the world." It was here that the visionary once again met his
personal Holy Spirit, who, in communicating to him the order
to undertake his pilgrimage, had announced himself as Ibn

'Arabi's companion and celestial guide, Later on we shall
examine the forrn of this encounter, this theophany of the divine
Alter Ego which ie at the origin of the immense book of the
FaffiltaL the book of the divine revelations received in Mecca.
These privileged theophanic moments cut across the continuity
of profane, quantified and irreversible time, but thei tcm?ut
disctctum (the time of angelology) does not enter into that
continuity. This must be borne in mind when we attempt to link
the theophanies togeth€r, that of the young girl Sophia, for
instance, with that of the mystic youth in the Prologue to the
Funbat. An encounter with theophanic peysons always postu-

lates a retum to the "center ofthe world," because communica-
tion with the'dia;m al-mithdl is possible only at the "center of
the world," Many other statements of our rrar?, bear witness to
this fact.r? Finally, it is to the order of things implied by
theophanies that we must relate the dominant trait of Ibn
rArabi'e character, the trait which made him not only, like most
of the $0lis, a disciple of human masters, but above all and
essentially the "disciple of Khidr."

Thc Disciplc oJ Ktiy't

This trait in lbn'Arabi has already been geen to be a symbol
guiding the curve of his life, and it has given us occasion to

I
/ tz. Eor example (As(n, "lbn Masarra," l,8r)r The 8on ofthe CaliPh
haron al-Rashtd, Abmad al-Sabati, a great spiritual who died in the sec-
ond century of the Hegira, appeared to Ibn 'Arabl in corPoreal form and
spoke to him: "I met him when I was performing the ritual circumambula'
tion! of the Ka'aba, one Friday in the year 699, after Public prayer' I
quertioned him and he replied; but it was his sPirit that had taken on
rinrible form in order to rtp€ar to me a8 I was turning about the temPle,

Jurt u thc Angcl Grbricl eppearcd in the form of a young Arab."
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identify him with those $ofis who are termed Uwaysis. The
spiritual individuality which this qualification presupposes has
already enabled us to anticipate the existential choices on which
are grounded, most often implicitly, the solutions given to the
technical problem ofthe intellects, to the problem ofthe relation
between the individual soul with the active Intelligence as the
Holy Spirit which bestows existence and light. The mere fact
that Silfism recognized and approved the situation typical of the
Uwaysis (we have mentioned the cases of Abu'l-Hasan Khar-
raqani and of Fariduddin rAttar) would suffice to forestall any
hasty comparison between $ufism and Christian monachism, for
the latter does not seem capable of offering anything com-
parable.

It has seemed to us that the fact of having Khi{r for a master
invests the disciple, as an individual, with a transcendent,
"transhistorical" dimension. This is something more than his
incorporation into a brotherhood of$ufis in Seville or Mecca; it
is a personal, direct, and immediate bond with the Godhead.
What remains to be established is the place of Khidr in the order
of theophanies: How is he, as an unearthly, spiritual guide,
related to the recurrent manifestations of that Figure in which,
under various typifications, we can recognize the Holy Spirit,
or in other words, what is his relation to the supreme theophany
proclaimed in the lladtth which we shall meditate below: "I
contemplated the Lord in the most beautiful of forms" (cf.
below, Ch. VI). In seeking an answer to this question we ar€
led to ask whether the disciple's relation to Khi{r is similar to
the relation he would have had with any visible earthly s}arli-
a relation implying a numerical juxtaposition of persons, with
the difference that in the one case one of these persons is per-
ceptible only n the'alam al-mithdl. In other words, does Khidr
in this relationship figure as an archetype, according to the
definition established by analytical psychology, or as a distinct
and enduring personality? But is the dilemma involved in our
question not dissipated once we become aware that the answers
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to two questions-lZlo h Khidr? and What does it mean to be a
disciple of Khi/r?-illuminate each other existentially.

For a complete answer to the question Who is Khifu? we

should have to compile a very considerable mass of material
from very divergent sources: prophetology, folklore, alchemy,

etc.; but since we here consider him essentially as the invisible
spiritual master, reserved for those who are called to a direct
unmediated relationship with the divine world-that is, a bond
seeking no historical justification in a historical succession of
shaikhs-for those who owe their investiture to no authority,
we can confine ourselves to certain essential points: his appear-
ance in the Koran, the meaning ofhis name, his connection with
the prophet Elijah,l8 and in turn the connection between Elijah
and the Imam of Shi'ism.

In Sura xvnr (w. 69-81 ) Khi{r figures in a mysterious
episode, a thorough study of which would reguirean exhaustive
confrontation with the earliest Koran commentaries. He is rep-
resented as Moses'guide, who initiates Moses "into the science
of predestination." Thus he reveals himself to be the repository
ofan inspired divine science, superior to the law (siarl'a); thus
Khi{r is superior to Moses in so far as Moses is a prophet in-
vested with the mission of revealing a sharl?a. He reveals to
Moses precisely the secret, mystic truth (lpqtqa) that tran-
scends the shart'a, and this explains why the spirituality inau-
gurated by Khi{r is free from the servitude ofthe literal religion.
If we consider that Khi{r's mission is likewise related to the
spiritual mission of the Imam through the identification of
KhiQr with Elijah, it becomes evident that we have here one of
the scriptural foundations on which the deepest aspiration of
Shi'ism js built. And indeed Khi{r's pre-eminence over Moses
ceases to be a paradox only if we consider it in this light; other-
wise, Moses lemains one of the six pre-eminent prophets

18, On this important point, see Louis Massigngn's study "flie et
ton rdle transhistorigue, Khadiito, en Islam," Elie le profhitc, ll,
t09-90.
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charged with revealing a sharl'a, while Khi{r is merely one of

the hundred and eighty thousand zabls, mentioned in our tradi-

tions.
True, his earthly genealogy raises a problem which defies

historical analysis. According to certain traditions, he is a

descendent of Noah in the fifth generation.re In any case, we are

far from the chronological dimension of historical time. Unless

we situate these events in the'alam al-mithdl, we shall never

find a rational justification of the Koran episode in which

Khidr-Elijah meets Moses as if they were contemPoraries. The

event partakes of a different synchronism, whose peculiar quali-

tative temporality we have already noted. And moreover, how

can "objective" historical methods be applied to the most

characteristic episode of Khi{r's career? He is described as he

who has attained the source of life, has drunk of the water of

immortality, and consequently knows neither old age nor death.

He is the "Eternal Youth." And for this reason no doubt, we

should discard the usual vocalizations of his name (Persian

Kluzr, l*abic Khi/r) in favor of Khadir and' follow Louis

Massignon in translating it as "the Verdant One." He is indeed

associated with every aspect of Nature's greenness. But let us

not, for that reason, interpret him as a "vegetation myth,"

which would be meaningless unless we presupposed the special

mode of perception implied by the presence of Khadir.

Such a mode of perception is indeed involved; it is bound up

with the extraordinary pre-eminence, still unexplained it must

be admitted, accorded to the color green in Islam. Green is "the

spiritual, liturgical color of Islam"; it is the color of the 'Alids,
that is, the Shi'ite color par excellence. The twelfth, "hidden

Imf,m," the "lord of this Time," dwells on the Green Island in

the middle of the Sea of Whiteness. The great Iranian $[fi
Semnarii ( fourteenth century ) inaugurated a subtile physiology,

whose untcrs are typefied by "the seven prophets of thy being. "

19. Cf. 'Abbls Qumml, Safinat Bibdr dJnua.l, 389'
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Each has its specific color. Whereas the subtile center of the
arcanum, the "Jesus of thy being" has luminous black (asuad
,tflran , "black light") as its color, the color of the supreme
center, the "mystery of mysteries," the "Muhammad of thy
being," is green.$

It is impossible within the limits of this introduction to ex-
plain why Khi{r and Elijah are sometimes associated to form a
pair and sometimes identified with one another.2r The Shi.ite
traditions, notably certain dialogues with the Fifth Imam,
Mulrammad Baqir, tell us something concerning the persons of
Elijah and Elisha.z What concerns us here, in connection with
the person of Khidr-Elijah as initiator of the mystic truth which
emancipates one from literal religion, is the bond with the
person of the Imlm which these traditions establish. One must
have read certain of the homilies attributed to the First Imam
in order to understand what Shi'ism is: the;e is incomparable
power ip its incantation of the prophetic Word, its flashing
lyricism. Ifthe "historicity" ofthese homilies has been doubted,
such doubt perhaps is merely the profane aspect of the impres-
sion made by a speaker who seemed to be uttering the Word
of an eternal Imam rather than that of an empirical and histori-
cal person. In any case they exist, and their content is by no
means the legitimist political polemic to which certain writers
have tried to reduce Shi'ism, forgetting that it is a religious
phenomenon, hence a primordial, original datum (like the
perception ofa color or ofa sound) which cannot be "explained"
by a causal derivation from something else.

In these homilies Shi'ism shows its power to encompass th€
secret meaning of all Revelations. In one of them the Imam
utters the names under which he has been successively known by
all nations, those who have a revealed Book (ahl al-Kitab) and
those who have none. Speaking to the Christians, he says: "I

9o. See our "L'IntCrio-risation du sens."
31. Cl Massignon, "Elie et son r6le transhistorique."
3t. Cf. rAbblr Qummt. Sqftnat,I, e7-c9i ll,1ss.
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am he whose name in the Gospel is Elijah."zr Here Shi'ism in
the person of Imam proclaims itself to be the witness to the
Transfiguration, the metamorphosis; Moses' meeting with
Elijah-Khi{r as his initiand in the eighteenth Sura has as its
counterpart the colloquy between Moses and Elijah (that is, the
lmdm) on Mount Tabor. This typology is extremely eloquent
as to the intentions of the Shi'ite mind. It would be a simple
matter to compile testimonies showing how Shi'ite thinking, if
we hearken to it, upsets our curTent idea ofthe relations between
Christianity and Islam. Ismailian esoterism has another homily
in which the Imam proclaims: "I am the Christ who cures the
blind and the lepers fwhich means the second Christ, we read in
a gloss]. I am he and he is I."2{ And if elsewhere the Imam is
designated as Melchizedek, we easily discern the connection
between this imamology and the christology of the Melchize-
dekian Christians who saw in this supernatural person the true
"Son of God," the Holy Spirit.

Here we have only thrown out a few indications concerning
the person of Khi{r-Elijah. Set in context, they suffice to give
us an idea ofthe vast sum ofhuman experience concealed behind
this theme. But in the presence of such complexity, ofa Figure
that discloses so many associations and undergoes so many
metamorphoses, our only hope of arriving at a significant result
lies in the phenomenological method. We must lay bare the
implicit intentions of the mystic consciousness, discern what it
s,lozrs itself of itself when it shows itself the figure of Khi{r-
Elijah in all its many aspects and implications. In the present
instance, however, our sole purpose in envisaging such a
phenomenology is to suggest an answer to the question of who is
Khi{r, considered as the invisible spiritual master of a mystic
subordinated to the teaching of no earthly master and of no
collectivity-precisely what Averroes had admired in the young

e9, Ibid., I, s89 and Majtisl, Bihar ol-Arurr,lX, to,
94. Jarfar b. Mans0ri'l Yaman, Krltbu'l Kathf,p,8,
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Ibn 'Arabi, Phenomenologically speaking, the question is
equivalent to this other question: What does it mean to D, the
disciple of Khi{r? To what act of self-awareness does the fact of
recognizing oneself to be the disciple of Khi{r correspondl

We have already intimated that the question thus forrnulatec
enables us to dispel in advance the dilemma that might be statec
in these terms: are we dealing with an archetype or with a real
personl It is not hard to see how great a loss either answer
would involve. If, taking the standpoint of analytical psychol-
ogy, we speak ofKhidr as an archetype, he will seem to lose his
reality and become a figment of the imagination, if not of the
intellect. And if we speak of him ag a real person, we shall no
longer be able to characterize the difference in structure be-
tween Khidr's relationship with his disciple and the relationship
that any other rlar'll on this earth can have with his. In this case
Khi{r, numerically one, faces a plurality ofdisciples in a rela.
tionship which is hardly compatible with the fervent sentimeni
of the one consorting with the one. In short, these answers are
not adequate to the ?henomenon of Khidr's person.

But perhaps there is another path that will lead us to an
understanding of the phenomenon as it occurs among our

$ufis. Suhrawardi seems to open up such a path in an intention
that is quite consonant with that of lbn 'Arabi. In one of the
recitals that make up Suhrawardi's spiritual autobiography, that
of "The Purple Archangel," the mystic is initiated into the
eecret which enables him to ascend Mount Qef, that is, the
cosmic mountain, and to attain to the Spring of Life. He is
frightened at the thought of the difficulties ofthe Quest. But the
Angel says to him: "Put on the sandals ofKhi{r." And his con-
cluding +,ords: "He who bathes in that spring will be preserved
forever from all taint. If someone has discovered the meaning of
the mystic Truth, it means that he has attained to the Spring.
When he emerges, he has gained the aptitude that makes him
rcremble that balm, a drop of which distilled in the palm ofthe
hrnd, ifyou hold it up to the sun, passes through to the back of
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the hand. lf you are Khi/r, you too can ascend Mount eaf with-
out difficulty." And the "Recital of Occidental Exile', describes
the joumey leading to the summit of Mount eaf, at the foot of
the cnerald rock, the mystic Sinai, where resides the Holy Spirit,
the Angel of mankind, whom the philosopher in this same re-
cital identifies as the "Active Intelligence" and situates at the
base of the hierarchy of the cherubic Intelligences. The essence
of this answer is to be sought in the words: If you are Khi/r.
For this assimilanbz fits in with the meaning which, as we shall
soon see, Ibn iArabi was to attribute to his own investiture witlr
the "mantle" of Khi{r, a happening which he relates to the
general significance of the rite, for its effect indeed is to identify
the spiritual state of him who receives the investiture with the
spiritual state of him who confers it upon him.

This suggests what it means to & the disciple of Khi{r.
And this meaning is such that though the person of Khi{r does
not resolve itself into a simple archetypal schema, the presence
of his person is experienced in a relationship which transforms
it into an archetype; if this relationship is to siozr itself phe_
nomenologically, a situation corresponding to its two funda_
mental terms is required. Such a relationship implies that Khidr
be experienced simultaneously as a person and as an archetype,
as a person-archetype. Because he is an archetype, the unity and
identity of Khidr's person is compatible with the plurality of
his exemplifications in those who are by turn Khidr. To have
him as a master and initiand is to be obliged to De what he him-
self ls. Khidr is the master of all those who are masterless, be-
cause he shouts all those whose master he is how to 6e what he
himself is: he who has attained the Spring of Life, the Etemal
Youth, is, as Suhrawardi's recital makes it clear (.'Ifyou are
Khidr . . ."), he who has attained baqrqa, the mystic, eso-
teric tmth which dominates the Law, and frees us from the
literal religion. Khidr is the master of 4ll these, because he
shows eath one how to attain the spiritual state which he himself
has attained and which he typifies. His relationship with each
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one is the relationship of the exemplar or the exemplified with
him who exemplifies it. This is what enables him to be at once
his own person and an archetype, and it is by being one and the
other that he is able to be each man's master, because he ex-
emplifies himself as Fany times as he has disciples, and his role
is to reveal each disciple to himself.

Indeed, Khi{r's "guidance" does not consist in leading all his
disciples uniformly to the same goal, to one theophany identical
for all, in the manner of a theologian propagating his dogma.
He leads each disciple to his own theophany, the theophany of
which he personally is the witness, because that theophany
corresponds to his "inner heaven," to the form ofhis own being,
to his eternal individuality ('aln thabita), in other words, to
what Ab[ Yazid Bastami calls the "part allotted" to each of the
Spirituals and which, in Ibn 'Arabi's words, is that one of the
divine Names which is invested in him, the name by which he
knows his God and by which his God knows him; that is the
interdependence between rdbD and. marbub, between the lord of
love and his vassal (see Ch. I). In Semnani's words, we should
say that the Khidr's mission consists in enabling you to attain
to the "Khidr of your being," for it is in this inner depth, in
this "prophet of your being," that springs the Water of Life at
the foot ofthe mystic Sinai, pole ofthe microcosm, center of,the
world, etc. This is also in keeping with the vision of our
Uwaysis: Guided and initiated by Mansor $allaj's being-of-
light, his "Angel," 'Attar attains to the "Man$ur of his being,"
becomes MangUr in the course of the fifty passionate last pages
of his Ha2laj-Nana. It also falls in with ,Ali Walh's ( fourteenth
century) saying to the effect that in the voice of a Khi{r every
Spiritual hears the inspiration of his own Holy Spirit, just as
every prophet perceives the spirit of his own prophecy in the
form ofan Angel Gabriel. And this merely echoes the words of
rAM al-Karim JilI (which we shall read below) concerning the
Holy Spirit, the divine Face, of every being. To become Khidr
b to have rttrined sn aptitude for theophanic vision, for the
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oisio smaragtlina, for the encounter with the divine Alter Ego,

for the ineffable dialogue which the genius of Ibn 'Arabi will

nevertheless succeed in recounting.

Once again we are carried back to the Figure whose recur-

rences we have noted not only in mystic theosophy but also in

the philosophers when through the problems of noetics the

Active Intelligence makes itself known to them as the intelli-

gence ofthe Angel ofKnowledge and Revelation, that is to say,

the Holy Spirit (according to Koranic Revelation itself, which

identifies Gabriel, the Angel of the Arurunciation, with the

Holy Spirit). We have Pointed out the existential implications

of this problem (in Abuol-Barakat, in Avicenna, in Averroes),

insofar as each individual's solution of it defines the status ofhis

spirituality. Khi{r as a personal invisible guide, free, and in

turn freeing the man he guides from any legalistic or authori-

tarian servitude, bears a marked kinship to the "Perfect Nature"

of Abu'l-Barakat and Suhrawardi, while for Avicenna no doubt

the "Khidr of his being" took the name of $ayy ibn Yaq?[n'

The panic aroused by Latin Avicennism among the orthodox

believers of the West might perhaps be defined as the fear of

having to recognize the individual ministry of Khi{r. It is true

that Avicennan noetics and angelology led to an exaltation ofthe

idea of the Angel, which was utterly shocking to orthodox

scholasticism; but in reality Avicennism and scholasticism were

in every way worlds apart: in their vocabulary, their ideas, and

their existential situations. This Angel is not a simple messen-

ger transmitting orders, nor the usual "guardian angel," nor

the angel evoked by the Sunnites in their discussions of which is

superior, the man or his angel. This angel is bound up with the

idea that the Form under which each of the Spirituals knows

God is also the form under which God knows him, because it is

the form under which God reveals Himself to Himself in that

man. For Ibn rArabi the Angel rePresents the essential correla-

tion between the form of a theophany and the form of him to

whom it is disclosed. He is the "Part allott€d" to each Spiritual,
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his absolute individuality, the divine Name invested in him. He
is the essential thophanism; every theophany has the form of an
angelophany, because it is determined by this correlation; and
precisely in this essential determination, without which the di-
vine Being would remain unknown and inaccessible, lies the sig-
nificance of the "Angel. Once this has been understood, the
way in which Ibn 'Arabi as a disciple of Khidr meditates the
philoxeny ofAbraham (see below, Ch. I, $s),leads to the very
heart of his theosophy and mystic experience, to a secret which
is also that ofthe Cherubinic lltanderer of Angelus Silesius, which
to the mystic means: to feed the Angel from one's own substance.

It remains for us only to single out, in lbn .Arabi's life, a few
memnrabilia conceming his encounters with Khidr. Two episodes
ofhis youth bear witness to Khi{r's latent presence in his mind.
This presence, manifested by a piety which was so much a part
of his life and person that it never wavered, attained its culmi-
nation on the day when, in a garden in Mosul, Ibn.Arabi was
invested with the "mantle" (*rtrrqa ) of Khidr at the hands ofa
friend, who had himself been directly invested with it. The
ritual of this investiture is shrouded in mystery.

A first memorable encounter took place in the days of his
youth, when he was studying in Seville, but it was not until
afterward that the young Ibn .Arabi knew zahom he had met.
He had just left his master (Abu'l gasan al-Uryani), with whom
he had had a rather violent discussion concerning the identity of
the person whom the Prophet had favored with his apparition.
The disciple had stood firm and then, somewhat vexed and dis-
satisfied, taken his leave. At a turn in the street a stranger spoke
to him affectionately: "O Mul.rammadl Trust your master. It
was indeed that person." The young man retraced his steps,
meaning to inform his master that he had changed his mind, but
on seeing him the sia*i stopped him with these words: .,Must

Khi{r appear to you before you trust your master's words?,, Then
Ibn'Arabi knew whom he had met. Later in Tunis, on a wann
night offull moon, lbn rArabi went to rest in the cabin ofa boat
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anchored in the port. A feeling of uneasiness awakened him.
He went to the edge of the vessel while the crew was stil l
plunged in sleep. And he saw coming toward him, dry-shod
over the waters, someone who approached and talked with him
for a moment and then quickly withdrew into a grotto in the
mountainside, some miles distant. The next day in Tunis a holy
man unknown to him asked him: "Well, what happened last
night with Khidrl'26

And now comes the far more important episode of his mystic
investiture, which occurred in the year 6ot f tgo4. After a brief
stay in Baghdad Ibn'Arabi had gone to Mosul, whither he had
been attracted by the reputation of the g[li master ?Ali ibn
Jimi', who had been invested with the hhirqa, the $ufi mantle by
Khi{r "in person." On the occasion of what theophanic event,
with what ceremoniall Ibn.Arabi does not tell us. but he does
say that in investing him with the mystic mantle the shaitth had
observed the same ceremonial in every detail. Here again it will
be best to let Ibn'Arabi speak for himself.

"This consociation with Khidr," he writes,26 "was experi-
enced by one of our shailhs, the shaikh , Ali ibn .Abdillah ibr
Jami', who was one of the disciples of .Ali al-Mutawakkil and of
Abu Abdiuah Qadib Alban. He lived in a garden he owned in the
outskirts of Mosul. There Khi{r had invested him with the
mantle in the presence of Qa{ib Alban. And it was in that very
spot, in the garden where Khidr had invested him with it that the
shailth \nvested me with it in tum, observing the same ceremonial
as Khidr himself had observed in conferring the investiture upon
him. I had already received this investiture, but more indirectly,
at the hands of my friend Taqiuddin ibn rAbdirrahman, who
himself had received it at the hands of Sadruddin, shailh ol
shaikhs in Egypt, whose grandfather had received it from Khi{r.
It was then that I began to speak of the investiture with thc

25. FtiAlrA4l, ra6,
26. Futaia\ l, r87.
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mantle and to confer it upon certain persons, because I dis_
covered how much importance Khidr attached to this rite.
Previously I had not spoken ofthe mantle which is now so well
known. This mantle is for us indeed a symbol ofconfraternitv. a
sig! that we share in the same spiritual culture, in the practice of
the same ethos. It has become customary among the masters of
mysticism that when they discern some deficiency in one of their
disciples, the shaikh identifies himself mentally with the state of
perfection he wishes to communicate. When he has effected this
identification, he takes off the mantle he is wearing at the

ToT:., 9f 
achieving this spiritual state, and put. ii on th"

disciple whose spiritual state he wishes to make lerfect. In this
way the shdilh communicates to the disciple the spiritual state he
has produced in himself, and the same perfection is achieved in
the disciple's state. Such is the rite of investiture, well known
among us; rt was communicated to us by the,most experienced
among our shaikhs."

This commentary shows that the rite of investiture with the
mantle, whether at the hands of Khi{r himself or through an
intermediary, effects not only an affiliation, but an actual ijenti_
fication with Khi{r's spiritual state. From that moment on the
initiate fulfils the requisite condition_the condition indicated to
Suhrawardi by the Angel-for ascending Mount eaf and
atta-ining at the Spring ofLife: ,.Ifyou 

are Khidr. .i,-H"r,""_
forth the mystic is Khi{r, he has attained the .,Khidr 

of his
b_eing. " Phenomenologically speaking, the real presence of
Khi{r is experienced simultaneously as that of a person and as
that ofan archetype, in other words u, u p"".on_"."h"type. This
is the situation we have analyzed above, showinE to* it 

""_solves the dilemma presented in terms of formal lJgic.
Let us carefully note the significance of the circuristances in_

dicated by Ibn .Arabil investiture with the mantle can be con_
ferred directly by Khidr, by an intermediary who has himself
reccived it directly from Khi{r, or even by one who has received
it from the first intermediary. This does not detract from what
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we have shown to be the transhistorical significance of the rite,

but provides, rather, a striking illustration ofit. The ceremonial

of investiture is always the ceremonial observed by Khidr

himself; unfortunately Ibn 'Arabi leaves it shrouded in mystery.

The rite implies in any case that the desired identification is not

with a spiritual state or a state of perfection acquired from any

other source by the shai*h who transmits the investiture, but

only with the state of Khi{r himself. Whether there are one or

several intermediaries or none, the affiliation by identification

with Khi{r's state is accomplished in the longitudinal order

connecting the visible with the invisible, an order cutting

vertically across the latitudinal order of historical successions,

generations, and connections. It is and remains a direct afilia-

tion with the divine world, transcending all social ties and con-

ventions. Accordingly, its significance remains transhistorical
(a kind ofantidote to the widespread obsession with the "trend

of history").
It is also significant that Ibn'Arabi accePted the investiture

more than once. The first time there had been three intermedi-

aries between Khidr and himself; now, in the garden in Mosul,

there was only one. This implies the possibility of abridging thc

distance, the possibility of a contraction tending toward perfect

synchronism (as in the case of the meeting between Khidr-

Elijah and Moses in Sura xvnl or on Mount Tabor). This syn-

chronism results from a quantitative intensification whiclr

modifies temporal relations and is conceivable only in purely

qualitative psychic time; in quantitative, continuous, and irre-

versible physical time such a bridging of distances is incon-

ceivable. If, for example, you are chronologically separated

from a spiritual master by several centuries, it is not possible

for one of your contemporaries to bring you chronologically

closer to him, as though he were that master's sole intcr-

mediary in time. We cannot do away with the intervals of

quantitative time that serve to measure historical events; but

the events of the soul are themselves the qualitative mearuro of
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their own characteristic time. A synchronism impossible in
historical time is possible in the tempus disteturn of the world
ofthe soul or ofthe 'dlam al-mithal. And this also explains how
it is possible, at a distance of several centuries, to be the direct,
synchronous disciple ofa master who is only chronologically "in
the past."

We have seen what it means "to be the disciple of Khi{r" (as
were all the Uwaysis), and this is what Ibn.Arabi meant when
he said that he attached the utmost importance to the rite of
investiture with the mantle and stated his intention ofconferring
it in turn on other persons. Through this rite he makes known
his intention of guiding each one of his disciples to the "Khidr
ofhis being." "lf you are Khi{r . . ." you can indeed do what
Khidr /ocs. And this is perhaps the secret reason for which the
doctrine of Ibn 'Arabi was so feared by the adepts of the literal
religion, ofthe historical faith hostile to tbe ta,,utl, ofthe dogma
imposed uniformly upon all. He, on the other hand, who is the
disciple of Khidr possesses sufficient inner strength to seek
freely the teaching of all masters. Of this the biography of Ibn
'Arabi, who frequented all the masters of his day and wel-
comed their teachings, offers living proof.

This biography, whose characteristic measure we have en-
deavored to grasp in the rhythm of its three symbols, discloses
an exemplary coherence. In the witness to Avenoes' funeral,
becoming the "pilgrim to the Orient" at the call of his "Holy
Spirit," rve have discemed a living exemplification of Suhra-
wardi's "Recital of Occidental Exile." The hero of the r€cital
is led to the Spring of Life, to the mystic Sinai, where, having
ottained to the esoteric Truth, the haqrqa, he passes through and
beyond the darkness ofthe Law and ofthe exoteric religion,just
as the drop of balm, in the light ofthe sun which induces tans-
parence, passes through to the back ofthe hand. And it was like-
wise to the Spring of Life that the "pilgrim to the Orient," Ibn
'Arabi the "disciple of Khidr," was led when he forsook Anda-
luria, his earthly homeland,
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His Maturitl and tlu Conlletion oJ His Work

Ibn'Arabi had now attained the age of maturity; he was in his
fortieth year, which most masters (the "Brothers of Purity,"
for example, in their "philosophical ritual") regard as the
earliest age at which the spiritual state entailing the decisive
encounter with the personal "Guide" and all those tendencies
involved in "being the disciple of Khi{r" can come to fruition.
Now we are in a position to follow our siar,ti through the
prodigiously full years of his maturity. Two years after the
mystical investiture in the garden in Mosul (in lzoa), we find
him in Cairo in the company ofa small group of $ufis, some of
whom were his compatriots. The little community se€ms to
have cultivated an intense mystical life, accepting the phenomena
manifested among its members (photism, telepathy, mind
reading) with simplicity and enthusiasm. One night Ibn Arabi
contemplated a vision which seems to have reproduced certain
traits ofthe vision which figures in the prelude to his great book,
the Fufihat (see below, Ch. VI). A marvelously beautiful being
entered the house and announced to him: "I am the messenger
whom the Divine Being sends you." What the heavenly mes-
senger revealed to him would be his own doctrine.

But to relate such visions and their teachings in hermetic
language is one thing; to indulge in over-transparent allusions
that may come to the ears ofthe redoubtable doctors ofthe Law,
the fuqaha' of Cairo, is another. Undoubtedly lbn 'Arabi held
the Juqahd' in horror; he made no secret of his disgust at their
stupidity, ignorance, and depravity, and such an attitude was
not calculated to win their favor. The tension rose, giving rise
to denunciations and arrests; our shailh was in mortal peril. At
this critical moment the irreducible antagonism between the
spiritual Islam of $ufism and legalitarian Islam became patent.
Saved by the intervention of a friendly shaihh, lbn'Arabi had
but one concem, to flee far from Cairo and its hateful, bigotcd
canonists. Where was he to seek refugei He returned to Mecctr
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( I eoZ). Six years after his first arrival in that city, he revisited
the small €lite group that had been his refuge on the first oc_
casion, when he had known peace for the first time in his life and
his literary production had soared, Once again he found the
figure of pure beauty which for his contemplative imagination
had been the theophany of divine Beauty, the figure of Sophra
aetefna. He resumed his circumambulations of the Ka.aba, the
"center of the world."

And yet this was to be merely a stage in his journey. Three
years later (reto) he was in the heart of Anatolia, in eunya,
where the Seljuk emperor, Kay Kaus I accorded him a maenin_
cent reception (similar to that which some thirty years b-efore
another Seljuk, the amir of Kharput, had given Suhrawarai, the
resurrector of the philosophy of ancient persia). Ibn rArabi,s
stay in Qunya was to assume an extraordinary importance for
the destiny and orientation of the spiritual life of $ufism in
eastem Islam. Here his principal disciple was the young $adrud_
din Qunyawi (who became his son-in-law). It was in the per_
son of $adruddin that the teachings of lbn .Arabi and Oriental
$ufism found their meeting place. $adruddin,s work was con_
siderable in itself; lile that of many other Orientals, it was
waiting for a "pilgrim to the Orient,, who would reveal it to the
West. He constitutes a nodal point in the spiritual topography
outlined in the early pages of this book. The still_unpublisiei
conespondence between him and Nagiruddin Josi, one of the
great figures of Iranian Imamism, treats of high questions of
philosophy and mysticism; he was the teacher of eugbaddin
Shirazi, one of the most famous commentators on Suhrawardi's
"philosophy oflight"; he was the friend ofSa.duddin Hammu'i.
ofwhom we have spoken above; he was the teacher ofone ofthe
greatest Iranian mystic poets ard Fedzti d'amorc, Fakhtuddin
'IrIqi of Hamaden, whose famous theosophical poem in persian
(Itnfat, "Divine Reflections',) was directly inspired by the
lessons of $adruddin commenting on one of lbn .Arabi,s books.
This poem, on which numerous commentaries were written,
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helped to inroduce the docrines of Ibn 'Arabi into Iran and

India. $adruddin, the disciple of Ibn 'Arabi, was the intimate

friend of Mawlana Jalaluddin Romi and died in the same year

as he ( lezc).
This friendship was of the utmost imPortance, for through

it Sdruddin became the connecting link between the Shaikh
al-Akbar and the author of the immense mystic Mathndul,
which the lranians call the Qoran-e Jarst, the Persian Koran,
and cultivate as such. An interval of ten years Preventd Physi-
cal encounter between the two men, who were perhaps the
most representative figures of $ufi spirituality. As a child,
Mawlana had fled from the Mongol invaders of Transoxania
with his father. the venerable sr4r'll Bahenuddin Walad (whose

ample collection of mystic sermons, the Ma'aif, cannot be

disregarded if we wish to understand his son's spiritual doc-
trine). Their travels had carried them through Iran (where

their meeting, in Nishapur, with the great mystic poet Fan?ud-

din 'A11ar assumes a prophetic character) to Mecca; thence they

had made their way slowly, by way of Damascus, to Asia Minor.

At first sight the teachings of Jalaluddin R0mi and of lbn
rArabi seem to reflect two radically different forms of spiritual-

ity. Mawhna took no interest whatever in philosophers or
philosophy; certain of his remarks might even have been com-
pared with Ghazali's attacks on philosophy in his "Destruction

of the Philosophers." From this point of view he contrasts

sharply with Suhrawardi, who wished his disciples to combine
philosophical education with mystic experience, because both are

necessary to the perfect Sage. A similar synthesis is €ffected in

the work of Ibn 'Arabi, where pages of high theosophy alter-

nate with the pages of a Diaium s?irituale, so that the aim of

speculation becomes a metaphysic of ecstasy. Yet it would be

quite superficial to dwell on the contrast between the two formg

of spirituality cultivated by Mawlrna and Ibn 'Arabi. Both are

inspired by the same theophanic sentiment, the same nostalgia

for beauty, and the same revelation of love. Both tend towand
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the same absorption of the visible and invisible, the physical
and the spiritual, into an unio mlstia in which the Beloved
becomes a mirror reflecting the secret face of the mystic lover,
while the lover, purified of the opacity of his ego, becomes in
tum a mirror of the attributes and actions of the Beloved. Of
this $adruddin, as well as Mawlantr's disciples, were well aware.
References to the works of lbn 'Arabi are frequent in the
abundant commentaries on the Mathnawl produced in India
and Iran. Indeed, it is necessary to study these commentaries
if we wish to learn what Mawlana's spirituality meant to his
mystic following.

Ibn 'Arabi then continued on toward eastern Anatolia. We
find him in Armenia, on the banks of the Euphrates, and sub-
sequently in Diyarbekr. In the course of this journey he almost
reached Iran; actually, he was to penetrate Iran in another way,
invisibly and all the more durably (just as Suhrawardi, who
never saw Iran again but nevertheless caused the ideas he had
lived for to flower anew in Iran). In t 9t I we find him in Bagh-
dad, where he met the famous shaihh Shihabuddin 'Umar Suh-
rawardi (a celebrated $ufi, not to be confused with the famous
sla*i Shihebuddin YalrylL Suhrawardi, the shaihh al-Ishrdq, so
often mentioned in these pages). In tgt* he revisited Mecca,
where "the interpreter of ardent desires" became his own com-
mentator ( see Ch. II ), in order to confound his old adversaries
the Juqaha' and expose the hypocrisy of their censure of the
Dtuan in which, thirteen years before, he had sung his pure
love for the young girl Sophia. Next he went to Aleppo, where
he made friends with the amir al-Malik al-!ahir, one of Saladin's
sons, who twenty years before had also been the friend of
Suhrawardi, approximately his contemporary, whom he had
tried in vain to save from the fanaticism of the fuqaha' and of
his own father. The young shailh al-Ishrdq must have been
evoked more than once in intimate conversations between Ibn
rArabi and the prince, whose guest and friend he in tum had
become,

7l
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Numerous princes had tried to attract Ibn 'Arabi, whose

reputation had spread throughout the Orient, and showered him

with gifts, which, jealously guarding his freedom, he gave

away in alms. Finally, Ibn 'Arabi acceeded to the Pleas of the

sovereign of Damascus; it was there that he settled in 1929

and spent the remaining seventeen years of his life' The prince

and his brother who succeeded him (al-Malik al-Ashraf) be-

came his disciples, attended his lessons and obtained from him

a certificate (gaza) permitting them to instruct others in his

books. So we leam that at that time Ibn 'Arabi's bibliography

(the "list of his writings") comprised more than four hundred

titles, though he was far from having completed his work.z7

His labors had been enormous during the whole period ofhis

travels. Yet he surmounted his weariness as well as the illness

brought on by his long and arduous journeys, and perhaps also

by the physiological repercussions of his frequent mystical ex-

periences. From this time on the shailh lived' in material security

and peace of mind, surrounded by his family and his numerous

disciples. He was able to comPlete his work, if such a work,

whatever limits it may attain, can ever be said to be completed.

Here I shall discuss only two of his principal works, those

which will b€ often cited here and which are at present the best

known, no doubt because they are the most representative. The

Fusag at-\7ilam ( "The Gems of the Wisdom of the Prophets" )
was written in consequence of a vision that came to him in a

dream during the year 627 frzso. The Prophet had appeared

to Ibn rArabi, holding a book whose title he pronounced and

had bidden him to write down its teachings for the greater good

of his disciples. After relating the vision that had inspired his

book, the author describes the spirit in which he had set to

work: "I am neither a prophet (nabt) nor an envoy (rasal)t I

am simply an heir, someone who plows and sows the field of

97. For further details about the personal bibliography of lbn'Araltl
(which far exceeds the above-mentioned figure), see 'Osmln Yafii,
L'Histoirc ct h chssfuatioa det awrcs d'Ibn'Arubi.
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his future life." The twenty-seven prophets (from Adam to
Mulrammad), to each of whom a chapter is devoted, are not
envisaged in their empirical reality as historical persons. They
are meditated upon as typefying "wisdoms," to which their
names serve as indices and titles, or mark their respective
tonality. Thus it is to the metaphysical individuality, the "eter-
nal hexeity," of these prophets that their various wisdoms
must be related. This book is no doubt the best compendium
of Ibn 'Arabi's esoteric doctrine. Its influence was enormous.
It elicited a large number of commentaries in all the languages
ofSunnite as well as Shi'ite lslam; a comparative study ofthese
commentaries will provide us with valuable lessons.

It still remained for the shailh to complete his Futrl,.at, the
book that has been called the "Bible of esoterism in Islam"
(very much as the mystic Mathnaw, of Jalaluddin Rumi has
been termed the "Persian Koran"). Thq complete title is:
Kitab al-Futihdt al-Mah*rya ft ma'riJat al-asrdr al-malilrya v.ta'l-
mulltya ("The Book of the Revelations Received in Mecca con-
ceming the Knowledge of the King and the Kingdom"). (W"
shall here have occasion, following an indication of the great
mystic Jami, to suggest a variant of this translation, permitting

us to dispense with the word "revelations" which already sewes
as an equivalent for so many terms ofthe Arabic $ufi vocabulary,
whose shadings it is difficult to capture in our languages.) He
originally conceived this work during his first stay in Mecca;
the idea was related to the inspirations and visions which
burgeoned in his soul during his ritual circumambulations of
the Ka'aba, though we do not know whether to think ofan in-
temalization of a physically accomplished rite or of its mental
repetition. Here we have already noted the relationship between
the theophanic moments experienced while circumambulating a
mentally transfigured Ka'aba, imaginatively perceived and ac-
tualized as the "center of the world": the apparition of Sophia
emerging from the night, the vision of the mystic Youth rising
up from thc Black Stone, and the vision at the source of the
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Funhdt, which will be evoked in detail at the end of the Present
book.

The enormous work was not composed in a continuous flow.

The beginning of Volume IV was written in 1290, the end of

Volume II in 1996, Volume III in the following year. The work

took several years to write, and this is explained not only by

its length but also by Ibn'Arabi's method of comPosition: "In

this work, as in all my works," he writes, "the method followed

in the works of others is not observed, nor do we conform to

the method ordinarily employed by the authors of other works,

regardless of their nature. Indeed, every author writes under

the authority ofhis free will, although it is said that his freedom

is subordinated to divine decree, or under the inspiration of the

science that is his specialty' But an author who writes

under the dictation of divine inspiration often registers things

that are without (apparent) relation to the substance of the

chapter he is engaged in writing; they will srike the profane

reader as incoherent interpolations, although to my mind they

pertain to the very soul of the chapter, though perhaps for

reasons of which others are unaware."'6 And again: "Know

that the composition of the chapters of the Fufihat vtas not the

outcome of a free choice on my Part or of deliberate reflection.

Indeed God, through the Angel of Inspiration, dictated every-

thing I have written, and that is why between two developments

I sometimes insert another that is connected neither with what

precedes nor with what follows."o

In short, the process of composition appears to be a hermeneu-

tics of the individual, alert to the secret symPathies between

the concrete examples it juxtaPoses. The method of thought

shows an affinity with Stoic logic; it resists the concePtual

dialectic of a development carried on according to the laws of

Aristotelian logic. This marks the difference between this book

98. Asln Palacios, "Ibn Masarra," P. lo4.
t9. al-Sha'rdnt, Kinb al-Touagit,I, sl (according to chs. 89 and 948

ot the tutahat).
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and the books of the faksifo, of Avicenna, for example. And for
this reason it is virtually impossible to sum up or even to out-
line such a work. It is a sumna of mystic theosophy, at once
theoretical and experimental. It comprises speculative develop-
ments often highly abstruse and bearing witness to the author's
thorough grounding in philosophy; it also includes all the ele-
ments of a Diarium sliitaalc; and finally it contains an abun_
dance of information about Sofism and the spiritual masters
known to Ibn'Arabi.E0 It is a voluminous work; its five hundred
and sixty chapters in the Cairo edition (tses/rsll) take up
some three thousand pages in quarto.tr And yet Ibn .Arabi con_
fesses: "Despite the lengh and scope of this book, despite the
large number of sections and chapters, I have not exhausted
a single one of the ideas or doctrines put forward conceming
the Suti method. How, a Jortiori, can I have exhausted the en-
tire subject? I have confined myself to a brief clarification of
some small part of the fundamental principles on which the
method is based, in an abridged style, holding a middle course
between vague allusion and clear, complete exposition.',

"4 Jortiori, we may say with Ibn .Arabi, it is impossible in
the present work to exhaust any theme or aspect of Ibn fArabi,s
teachings. We have meditated in his company some of the basie
themes of his thinking and of his practical doctrine. Tmly to
undtrstand them, it seems to us, presupposes the will to evaluate
them positively. It goes without saying that the form in which
each of us receives the master's thought conforms to his ..inner

heaven"; that is the very principle of the theophanism of lbn
'Arabi, who for that reason can only guide eacrl man individually
to what he alone is capable of ncing, and not bring him to any

3o, The six main cections announced at the beginninq of the work
treat of the following themes: ( r ) rhe doctrines (''c-anf) i(e) me spiri_
tual practices (na'Analdt)i (9) the Mysric States (clail j ; (*) 'the
degrees of mystic perfection (nanazil); (r) the consociations oi the
Godhead and the soul (murAzalzt); (o) thi esoteric aboder (naqtna).

cl. And ir ir w€ll known that an Anbic text at leart doubldr in lengih
whcn Frndrtcd into r Eurcp€.n langrage.
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collective pre-established dogma: Talen eum tidi qualem capere
potui. ̂ fhe truth of the individual's vision is proportional to his

fidelity to himself, his fidelity to the one man who is able to

bear witness to his individual vision and do homage to the
guide who leads him to it. This is no nominalism or realism,

but a decisive contemplation, far anterior to any such philo-

sophical choice, a distant point to which we must also return

if we wish to account for the deformations and rejections which

the spirituality of Ibn 'Arabi has so often incurred, sometimes

for diametrically opposed reasons, but always because men have

sidestepped the self-knowledge and self-judgment that this
spirituality implies.

Ibn 'Arabi died peacefully in Damascus on the q8th day of

Rabi'II, 
^.H. 

698 (November 16, 
^.D. 

tc4o), surrounded by

his family, his friends, and his $ufi disciples. He was buried
north of Damascus in the suburb of Salihiya, at the root of

Mount Qasiyun. The curve of his life ended in accordance with

its immanent norm, for the place where Ibn 'Arabi was buried,

where his remains still repose with those of his t\.vo sons, was

already a place of pilgrimage, sanctified in Muslim eyes by

all the prophets, but especially by Khidr. In the sixteenth cen-

tury Selim II, sultan of Constantinople, built a mausoleum
and madrasa over Ibn 'Arabi's tomb.

Today pilgrims still flock to the tomb of the "disciple of

Khidr." One day we were among their number, savoring in

secret-but who knows with how many othersl-the paradoxi-

cal triumph: the honors and popular cult devoted to this man
whose disciples traditionally salute him as Mul.rli'd-Drn, " Ani-
mator of the Religion," but whom so many doctors of the Law
in Islam have attacked, inverting his honorific surname into

its antitheses: Malp'd-Dtn, "he who abolishes the religion,"

or Mumttuddtn, "he who kills the religion." What the paradox

of his tomb guarantees is the presence of an undeniable testi-

mony, perpetuating something which, in the very heart of the

religion of the letter and the Law, prophetically surmounts and

$a. The Curue and Symbols

transcends them both. And another paradoxical image comes
to the mind of the pensive pilgrim: Swedenborg's tomb in the
cathedral of Uppsala-a mental diptych attesting the existence
of an Ecclesia spiritualis reuniting all its own in the triumphant
force of a single paradox.

3, The Situation oJ Esoterism

This title merely states the theme of the inquiry that woulc
normally follow from the preceding pages, which in suggesting
it also limit its scope. Our purpose here should be to analyze
the situations of esoterism in Islam and in Christianity in order
to determine in what degree these situations are comparable.
But even in thus restricting our field of inquiry we find that it
would require a minimum of preliminary investigation that is
still lacking. Moreover, €very student is necessarily limited
by the range of his own experience and observation. What we
shall have to say here can be no more than a sketch.

Insofar as the $ufism of Ibn .Arabi leads us to raise it. the
question becomes essentially an inquiry into the position, the
function, and the significance ofS0fism as an esoteric interDreta_
tion of Islam. To deal with it exhaustively rvould require a
large volume, for which the time is not yet ripe, the writings
oflbn'Arabi have been insufficiently explored; too many works
emanating from his school or preparing the way for it are still
in manuscript; too many of the connections and relationships
to which we have referred remain to be investigated in detail.
But at least it will be worthwhile to specify the meaning of
the question, for it involves very diferent tasks from those
undertaken by history and sociology. It concems the phenome_
non of$[fism as such, in its essence. To create a phenomenology
of $ofism is not to derive it causally from something else or
to reduce it to something else, but to look for wbat reveals it_
self to itself in this phenomenon, to distinguish the intentions
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implicit in the act which causes it to reveal itself' To-that end

we must consider it as a spiritual Perception and by that same

token as a phenomenon as basic and irreducible as the perceP-

illJ::.:Tll;:":l;'il,Y"'::i:"'T:*"ril:i:ilJi:
itself the inner, hidden meaning of a prophetic revelation, for

the characteristic situation of the mystic is a confrontation with

a prophetic message and revelation. The situation of $0fism as

such is chur"cte.ized by the interpenetration of mystic religion

and prophetic religion. Such a situation is conceivable only

in an ,Ahl al-Kifib, a "people of the book," that is to say' a

community whose religion is grounded on a book revealed

by a prophet, for the existence of a celestial Book imposes the

task of fathomin g its true meaning. Parallels can no doubt be

established between certain aspects of $ofism and, for example,

of Buddhism; but such parallels will not be as profound as those

that can be drawn with the Spirituals in another community

of ,!hl al-Kifib.
This is the basis of the fundamental kinship between Shi'ism

and $ufism. Some may impute the stress I.put upon this tie to

the l,ong years I have spent in Iran' to my familiarity with

Shi'ite $ufism, to my cherished friendships with Shi'ites' I make

no secret of my heartfelt debt to Shi'ism; there are too many

things of which I should never have become aware if not for

my iamiliarity with the spiritual world of Iran And it is pre-

cisely this that leads me to insist on a fact which has too seldom

been taken into a@ount. The conviction that to everything that

is apparent, literal, extemal, exoreric (?ahir) there corresPonds

som;thing hidden, spiritual, intemal, esoteric (Dalrz) is the

scripturai principle which is at the very foundation of Shi'ism

as a religious phenomenon. It is the central Postulate of eso-

terism and of esoteric hermeneutics (ta'ut')' This is not to

doubt that the ProPhet Mul.rammad is the "seal of the prophets

and of prophecy"; the cycle of prophetic Revelation is closed'

no new d4rt?4, or religious Law, is awaited' But the literal and
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apparent text ofthis ultimate Revelation offers something which

is still a potency. This potency, calls for the action of Persons
who will transform it into act, and such is the spiritual mission

of the Imam and his companions. It is an initiatic mission; its

function is to initiate into the ta'utl, and initiation into the

la'zutl marks spiritual birth. Thus prophetic Revelation isclosed,

but precisely because it is closed, it implies the continued open-
ness of prophetic hermeneutics, of the ta'wtl, or intelligentia

spiritualis. Upon the homology between the celestial and ter-
resrial hierarchies Ismailian Gnosis founded this idea of the

Sacred Book whose meaning is potential. It finds the same re-

lationship between the esoteric potential meaning and the Imdm

as between that one of the angelic intelligences (the third)

which is the celestial Anthropos, the Adamic form of the ple-

roma, and that other Intelligence, emanating directly from the

archangel Logos, which transforms it into act. Here we cannot

even list all the forms and ramifications ot' esoterism in Islam,
We merely note the irnpossibility of dissociating them, of study-

ing separately Ismailian Gnosis, the theosophy of Duodeciman
Shi'ism (notably Shaikhism), and the $ofism of Suhrawardi,
Ibn 'Arabi. or Semnanr-.

The intelligentia spiritualis brings about the union between
prophetic religion and mystic religion ( see below, Ch. I ). From

this complex derives a threefold preoccupation with the mrthod,
organ, and sourcc of this hermeneutics. We have tried to char-

acterize the method above by drawing a careful distinction be-
tween symbol and allegory.r2 As for the organ which the spir-
itual perception of symbols presupposes, it motivates the most

characteristic chapters of Shi'ite and of $0fi theosophy, dealing
with themes that can be subsumed under the title "prophetic

psychology." We have already noted the importance accorded
to this organ by the Avicennans in their noetics. Here the con-

tt, For further detaits on the following, see our "L'Intdriorisation
du &nr."
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templative intellect in its higher form, designated as holy in-

tellect or holy spirit, is the organ common to the perfect Sage

and to the prophet, the vehicle of a perception whose object

is no longer the logical concept or universal, but presents itself

in the form of a typification. flamiduddin Kermani (eleventh

century), one ofthe most profound thinkers of Ismailian Shi'ism'

gives an extraordinary explanation of this prophetic psychology

and its noetics. He related it to the motion of the eternal emana-

tion in the archangelic pleroma, a movement ab intra ad edra,

which also characterizes the operations of the Imagination as

an active power, independent of the physical organism. Unlike

common knowledge, which is effected by a penetration of the

sense impressions of the outside world into the interior of the

soul, the work of prophetic inspiration is a projection of the

inner soul upon the outside world The active Imagination

guides, anticipates, molds sense perception; that is why it trans-

mutes sensory data into symbols. The Burning Bush is only a

brushwood fire if it is merely perceived by the sensory organs.

In order that Moses may perceive the Burning Bush and hear

the Voice calling him "from the right side of the valley"-in

short, in order that there may be a theophany-an organ of

trans-sensory perception is needed. We shall hear lbn'Arabi

repeat the same remarks in connection with the apparitions

of the Angel Gabriel in the form of Da!.rya Kalbi, the beautiful

Arab youth.
This theophanic perception is accomplished in the'dlam al-

mithdl, whose organ is the theophanic Imagination. That is

why we have alluded here to the consequences to the Western

world of the disappearance of the A.nimae coelesles which were

still retained in Avicennism. Since the Imagination is the organ

of theophanic percePtion, it is also the organ of prophetic

hermeneutics, for it is the imagination which is at all times

capable of transmuting sensory data into symbols and external

events into symbolic histories. Thus the affirmation of an

esoteric meaning presuPPoses a prophetic hermeneutics; and
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this hermeneutics postulates an organ capable of perceiving
theophanies, of investing visible figures with a .,theophanic

function." This organ is the active Imagination. And a study
ofthe creative Imagination in lbn .Arabi will disclose this same
thematic sequence. All this calls for a prophetic philosophy go_
ing hand in hand with an esorerism to which the philosophical
oppositions by which we tend to "explain,, everything (nomi-
nalilm and realism, for example) may well seem absurd. Such
a prophetic philosophy moves in the dimension of a pure the_
ophanic historicity, in the inner time ofthe soul; external events,
cosmologies, the histories of the prophets, are perceived as the
history of spiritual man. Thus it obliterates the .,historical

trend" with which our epoch is obsessed. prophetic philosophy
looks for the meaning of history not in ,'horizons,,' that is, not
by orienting itself in the latitudinal sense of a linear develoo_
ment, but vertically, by a longitudinal ori,entation extending
from the celestial pole to the Earth, in the transparencv of the
heights or depths in which the spiritual individuality experi-
ences the reality of its celestial counterpart, its ,.lordly,, dimen_
sion, its "second person," its "Thou."

As to the source of this hermeneutics, we must first go back
to what has been said above concerning the figure of ihe Ac-
tive Intelligence as Holy Spirit, Angel of Knowledge and of
Revelation, and then follow the connecting lines leading from
Avicennan or Suhrawardian noetics to Shi.ite and $tfi esoterism.
Here we can deal with this subject only allusively. In Ismailian
Gnosis the ImEm is the terrestrial pole of the Tenth Intelli_
gence, corresponding functionally to the Angel Holy_Spirit of
the Avicennan or Suhrawardian philosophers. In Duodeciman
Shi'ism the "hidden Imam," hidden betwe6n Heaven and Earth
in the 'dlam al-mithdl, assumes a similar function, acting upon
what Mulla $adra calls the treasure of celestial origin, the
Imamate concealed within every human being. Other parallels
will present themselves in the course of this book, notablv in
respect of thc lloly Spirit, the divine Face of every being.
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Thus recalled in broad outlines, these aspects of esoterism

in Islam, seen as an initiation into the msaning hidden beneath

the literal appearance of Revelation and shown to Postulate a

prophetic philosophy, already provide us with a basis of com-

parison permitting us to raise the question of whether there is

in Christianity an analogous situation pointing to a "Christian

esoterism." Insofar as this term may strike some readers as

odd or even offensive, a question of fact imposes itself. Can

we, in a comrnunity of .AhI al-Kitab such as Christianity, find

a phenomenon comparable to that of esoterism in Islaml In

regard to the affirmation of a hidden meaning and the necessity

of a prophetic hermeneutics, such as we have just found at-

tested in the esoterism of Islam, a first observation is in order.

Christian Gnosis has left us texts embodying the secret teach-

ings which Jesus, in his body of light, dispensed to his dis-

ciples after his resurrection. The idea of this gnosis has its

parallel in the Shi'ite idea of the esoteric meaning of Koranic

revelation, whose initiator is the Imam. But the fact which

dominates Christianity and relates to the question here raised

is that with the condemnation of the Montanist movement in

the second century any possibility of a new prophetic revelation

dispensed by the Angels, or of a prophetic hermeneutics, was

cut off, at least for and by the Great Church. From that time

on the authority of the Great Church substituted itself for

individual prophetic inspiration; this authority presupposes and

at the same time legitimizes the existence of a dogmatic magis-

tery, and the dogma states everything that can or should be

said. There is no room for "the disciples of Khidr"; esoterism

has lost its cornept and justification. Nevertheless it persevered,

and from time to time prophetic hermeneutics exploded ir-

repressibly, but outside the confines of the established ortho-

doxy. At first sight this suffices to mark a profound difference

from Islam, which never knew either a dogmatic magistery

or a Council. Not even the Shi'ite Imamate has the character

of a dogmatic pontifical authority; it is the source, not of dog-
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matic definitions, but of the inspiration of the t4'??t/, and it is
all the adepts, from degree to degree of the esoteric hierarchy,
who form the "Temple of light" of the Imamate, which from
degree to degree repeats the aspect of an initiatic companion-
ship (that of Salman the Persian with the Prophet).

The contrast is striking. And in view of the phenomenology
of this contrast, any speculative dogmatic construction tending
to reduce one of these forms to the other can only falsify the
phenomenon to the great detriment of what each of the two
forms represents ard expresses. The theosophy of $Ufism in-
vests with the dignity of nabt every Spiritual who allies himself
with the Active Intelligence because it is the Holy Spirit; a
corresponding promotion ocrurs in certain circles of Christian
Spirituals. In both cases analysis discloses the idea ofa spiritual
state that can be termed contemplative prophetism. Falsification
sets in when, by a deliberate confusion, an attempt is made to
find it in contexts where it is not present. Some writers then
feel obliged to reconstruct it arbitrarily, to show that such a
phenomenon can only exist within an ecclesiastic reality, that
it must not transgress agairut the law of the community but
must subordinate itself to the dogmatic magistery, which is
its repository par excellence. But we have just pointed out why
the whole idea of contemplative prophetism presupposes pre-
cisely the absence of such a magistery. The calling of t nabt is
the most personal of callings; it is never a function conferred
(and still less exercised) by a collectivity or a magistery.
Theophanies reveal no dogmatic proposition, nor is anything
in the nature of a "Council of prophets," that would decide
on such a proposition by majority vote, even conceivable. The
phenomenon of "orthodoxy" presupposes the end of prophecy.
The coming of dogma puts an end to prophetism, and at this
stage men corrceive the idea of a "past," of a latitudinal direc-
tion, an "expansion" in history.

The coming of historical consciousness is concomitant with
the formation of r dogmatic consciousness. In the official form
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given to it by the definitions of the Councils, the fundamental

dogma of Christianity, that of the Incarnation, is the most

characteristic symptom of this, because the Incarnation is a

unique and irreversible fact; it takes its place in a series of

material factsi God in person was incarnated at a moment in

history; this "happened" within the framework of a set chro-

nology. There is no more mystery, consequently esoterism is

no longer necessary; and that is why all the resurrected Christ's

secret teachings to his disciples have been piously relegated

to the ./4?oc!pha along with the other Gnostic books; they had

no connection with history. Such an Incamation of "God in
person" in empirical history and, consequently, the historical

consciousness which goes hand in hand with it, are unknown

to the traditional Orient. Some have expressed this by saying

that the traditional Orient was fundamentally monophysite, oth-

ers have used the word "docetic"; both qualifications apply to

the same way of looking at the phenomenon.

All esoterism in Islam, in Shi'ism and in $ufism, recognizes
a divine anthropomorphosis, a divine Manifestation in human

form; this antbropomorphosis is essential to the Godhead, but

it takes place "in heaven," on the plane of the angelic universes.
The celestial Anthropos is not "incarnated" on earth; he is

manifested on earth in theophanic figures which draw his fol-

lowers, those who recognize him, toward their celestial assump-

tion. All the traits which reveal an affinity between Imamology
and a Christology of the Ebionite or Gnostic type underline
its remoteness from every variety of Pauline Christology. The

theophanism of lbn 'Arabi will show us why no history, or
philosophy of history, can be made with theophanies. Their

time does not coincide with historical time. God has no need ol

coming down to earth, because He "removes" His people, just

as He "removed" Jesus from the hatred of those who had the

illusion of putting him to death (Koran rv: 156). Gnostic eso-

terism in Islam has always known this, and that is why it can

never regard the fatidic cry "God is dead!" as anything morc
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than the pretention and delusion of people blind to the pro_
found truth of the "docetism" that is so much ridiculed in our
history books.

These are only a few of the differences that must be noted
before, replying to the question stated above, we can Eo on to
determine what parallels there may be in the respectiv=e situa_
tions of esoterism in Islam and in Christianity. By now one
thing has become clear: a theoretical reply to the question can-
not be adequate; we must start from the view of esoterism
taken by the religious mind both in Islam and in Christianitv.
Phenomenology discerns very different ..intentionalities" 

al_
cordingly as it investigates the phenomenon of esoterism from
the standpoint of a radically hostile mind or from that of the
adept. To this distinction we must add another, that which
manifests itself accordingly as we consider mystic esoterism
in relation to a pure prophetic religion, moving in the pure
theophanic dimension (the dimension in which Khidr_Eiiiah
and Moses are contemporaries), or in relation to a relieion of
Incarnation involving all the implications ofhistorical conscious_
ness. In the first case the demands of the ta,utl shake the sta_
bility of the Law, though preserving the letter as the founda_
tion of its symbols. In the second case, the same demands shake
the authority of the magistery in bond with the historicity
which it establishes and from which it derives iustification.
For this reason we can discern in both quarters u.ommon hos_
tility to the very postulate of esoterism, just as in both quarters
we find minorities which adhere fervently to this same eso_
terism. Taking the differences into account, we may then, pur_
suing our phenomenological approach, try to determine what
there may be in common between the implicit intentions ex_
pressed in both quarters by these positions. Accordingly, the
problem of parallels raised above will lead necessarily io the
search for a religious typology which will thematize ih" du,u
while removing them from the state in which they Dresent
thcmsclves to poritive history or sociology.
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One is struck by the way in which the adversaries of eso-

terism recognize and agree with one another, as do its adepts.

Islam offers us numerous examples of implacable adversaries.

Ibn Taymiya made himself famous by his virulent polemic

against the lc'zrll ofthe esoterics ofall shadings. The theologian

Ghazali is responsible, through his unfounded polemic, for

the idea of Ismailian esoterism that long prevailed.s As for

the attacks and taffir (anathemas) leveled against Ibn'Arabi

and his school, this is not the place to enumerate them' But

it is striking to see how these condemnations of esoterism by

the Islamic doctors of the Law appeal to the adversaries of

esoterism in the Christian camp. They seem to be overjoyed

at the good work done by the doctors of the Law, the fuqaha',
in disposing of interlocutors whom the Christian doctors would

find it embarrassing to meet. And this same embarassment

reveals what there is in common between the disturbers who

are thrust aside in both camPs' as though they threatened to

trouble the program of the dialogu€ or controversy between

Islam and Christianity.
As for this program, it sumces to apply the Ismailian prin-

ciple of the Scales to gain an idea of its broad outlines. Once

such esoterism as that of lbn 'Arabi, with all it implies in Islam,

is put aside, it is thought that the tenets oforthodox Christianity

will weigh more heavily in the scales. The Christians will then

be in a better position to play the doctors of the Law and the

$ufis against each other. They will suPport the first when they

say that the ultimate revelation is definitive in its literal accept-

39. tndeed, it has remained virtually unknown to this day that a-s early
as the twelfth century a monumental work was written by the fifth Yemen-.
ite Del in resPonse to Ghazell's Polemic. We shall have more to say. of
itrislnputtisnia work of l4oo pages. It witl provide us with an occasion
to observe the misunderstandings to which we were exPosed ln regard
to Ismailian Gnosis as well as to ancient Gnosticism as long as w€ were
deorived of the orisinal texts and were dePendent for our information on
poiemicists whose ignorance of the substance of Gnosticism was equalled
inty Uy tfre psychot6gical unsoundness of their method.

\ s. The Situation of Esoterism

ance, that the supposition of an esoteric meaning or any eFort
at internalization aimed at accomplishing this meaning trans-
gresses the sharr'a and falls under a well-deserved tahJtr. On
the other hand, they will recognize the legitimacy of the $[fis'
striving for an inner religion, but only to make them admit that
such an inner religion is attainable only by transgressing
the law. Then it will be a simple matter to turn against the

fuqaha' once again, precisely on the basis of what has been
conceded: prophetic religion is not self-sufficient, God cannot
be encountered through the sole intermediary of a book, even
revealed; abstract monotheism and religion of the Book do
not provide a sufficient counterweight to the other pan of the
scales: the idea of the Incamation and the phenomenon of the
Church.

Even this bare outline may suffice to suggest why the inter-
vention of esoterism threatens to upset the scales, that is, the
conditions of dialogue between the doctors of the two faiths,
and why the Christian doctors try so hard to discredit it by
citing the condemnations of esoterism by the authorities of
Islam. Suddenly, indeed, the religious values which the doctors
have put in their own pan of the scales are opposed by the
counterweight which was lacking in the orthodoxy of the

fuqaha'. ln other words, one of the parties in the dialogue
triumphed too easily; in choosing to eliminate esoterism, it
deliberately set aside everything in Islam that might have con-
stituted an answer to the questions which the Christians raised
with a view to proposing "objective" answers, Abstract mono-
theism and literalist religion do not suffice to permit an effec-
tive divine encounter-but it is precisely this insufficiency that
Shi'ism and all related varieties ofspirituality set out to remedy.
To ignore Shi'ism in its various forms or to put aside the eso-
terism of an Ibn rArabi is to refuse from the outset to consider
the replies given in Islam itself to the questions asked of Islam.
The hostility of orthodox Islam to these replies originating
in esoteric Ishm detracts in no way from their importance.
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Let us recapitulate a few of these answers: the idea of an
eternal Imam (primordial theophany, divine anthropomorphosis
"in Heaven," but also designated by many other names), ex-
emplified in earthly persons who are not its incarnations but
its theophanic figures; the idea of the "awaited Imim," the
Resurrector, explicitly identified with the Paraclete of the Gos-
pel ofSt. John (xv:e6); the idea ofthe ta'wtl, wh\ch isrnot an
allegorical exegesis but a transfiguration of the literal lexts,
referring not to abstract truths, but to Persons; initiation into
the ta'wtl; initiation into the encounter with Persons, spiritual
birth; the transformation ofall history ofevents into a symbolic
history of spiritual man, enacted in a temporality in which are
accomplished all the synchronisms that are inconceivable in
historical time; the pre-eminence ofthe Active Imagination, that
organ of prophetic inspiration which perceives, and at the same
time confers existence upon, a reality of its own, whereas for
us it secretes only "imaginings"; an organ without which we
can apprehend neither the meaning of the extraordinary ser-
mons of the first Imam, nor the hadrth in which God speaks in
the first person through the intermediary of the Angel, nor
those in which the holy Imams, speaking in the plural, bear
witness to their theophanic investiture, nor those theophanic
visions that exemplify the ladrth of the vision upon which we
shall meditate in the last pages of this book, nor even, finally,
the paradoxical phenomenon of Shi'ite religious iconography,
which upsets all our notions about the official iconoclasm of
Islam (notably the iconography of the "hidden Imtrm," the
Awaited One, represented by the figure of a youth closing the
circle of the Twelve). All these are matters that cannot be
taught uniformly to all, because each man is the measure of
what he can understand and of what, in accordance with the
"economy" of esoterism, it is fitting to set before him.

Shi'ite Imamology is equally far removed from the abstract
monotheism of Sunnite Islam and from the Christianity of the
historical Incarnation. It bears witness to an originality which

E s. The Situation of Esoterism

should lead us to reopen our history of dogmas, even chapters
that are regarded as closed and in which the dogmatists feel
fully secure. Accordingly, if we are to compare the situations
of esoterism in Islam and in Christianity, we must start by
situating what the contestants in both camps rejected as a cor-
ruption. The reasons for this rejection, the intentions it im-
plies, show what the adversaries of esoterism in Islam and in
Christianity have in common. And consequently the compara-
tive question must, at some point, be formulated in terms of
religious t1pologl.

Such a typology becomes still more imperative when we tum
to the adepts of esoterism in both camps. Still more, because
in considering the adversaries we were dealing largely with a
community of negative traits; here we have positive affinities.
Such studies in comparative esoterism are extremely complex
and are thus far in their barest beginlings. They require
familiarity with a vast body of literature in several languages.
The first point in the program will, in any case, have to be a
study in comparative ta'ull. Investigations aimed at a religious
typology are obliged to transgress such frontiers as are imposed
by the very nature of their subject matter on the historical sci-
ences, because the types which a philosophical anthropology
will be looking for are distributed on either side ofthe historical
frontiers. The lines ofcleavage corresponding to such a typology
do not by any means coincide with historical frontiers; they
cut across the formations officially and denominationally defined
by history. Here above all we must not be too sanguine in our
judgments. Ineluctably every spiritual formation that achieves
official status becomes ensnared in orthodoxy and literalism.
Even Shi'ism, which in the beginning and for many centuries
was the refuge of bold spirits, preserving in Islam the heritage
of the older Gnoses, was sorely tried when it became a State
religion. Under the $afavids in Iran there developed a Shi,ite
neo-orthodoxy, which persecuted the philosophers of the school
of Mulla Sadra, the $ofis and theosophists as well as the
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shaikhis, all more authentically Shi'ite than the mullds who har-

assed them. Once again the invisible frontier separated mind

from mind, but the mere fact that we can speak ofsuch a cleavage

shows that the prophetic leaven was preserved and continued

to act.
While in Christianity the inspiration ofnew prophetic revela-

tions was definitively closed with the condemnation of the. Mon-

tanist movement, one thing was never stifled: a prophetic her-

meneutics attesting the vitality of the Word in each spiritual

individual, a vitality too powerful to be contained within the

limits of pre-established dogmatic definitions. We shall speak

in the present book of the striking consonance between certain

utterances of lbn 'Arabi and certain distiches of the Cherubinic

Wanderer of Angelus Silesius. But what we must insist on if we

are to assemble the data that will make possible a comparison

between the situations of esoterism in Islam and in Christianity

is the community of prophetic hermeneutics, the community

of the ta'u71.
To understand what such an invisible and always virtual

community can mean we must bear in mind the existential im-

plications of the ta'wtl; we have recalled some of them above'

Just as it is clearly contradictory to invest a dogmatic magistery

with a prophetic function, so it is hopeless to attemPt to inte-

grate an esoteric tradition with the dogmatic radition of a

magistery, which by its very nature excludes it' Such an eso-

terism may be tolerated thanks to its caution; it will never be

recognized. It will have to attune itselfto the "historical trend,"

to a Iatitudinal (horizontal) expansion, to that obsession ofthe

historical mind, the notion of a linear and irreversible Progres-
sion. The "transgressive" vigor of symbolism will inevitably

wither away into inoffensive allegory. What we have learned

about the "disciples of Khidr," the transhistorical meaning of

the affiliation which unites thern vertically with the invisible

celestial assembly, implies the idea of a tradition whose line ie

vertical, longitudinal (from Heaven to Earth), a tradition whosc

moments are independent of the causality ofcontinuous physical

$ S. the Situation of Esoterisrn

time but relate to what lbn .Arabi calls the tajdtd al-thalq, the
recurrence of the creative act, that is, the Theophany. Icono-
graphically speaking, the contrast between the two concepts
of tradition might be likened to the contrast between an image
whose elements are disposed according to the laws of classical
perspective and an image in which they are superimposed in
accordance with a vertical projection, as in Chinese painting or
in the image of the Ka'aba reproduced in the frontispiece of
the present book.ta

94. This image is drawn from a Persian manuscript (Bibliothdoue
nationale, Paris, supplCment persan 1s89, fol. ts) of the sixteenth c6n-
tury: the manuscript contains the Persian poem ..Fut0b al-Haramavn"
of Muhyt LIrt (d. 169?) describing the holy places of Medina and Micca
and the practices to be observed in the course of a pilcrimace to them,
It is not without reason that the iconographic method f,ere f6llowed has
been compared to the lranian representations of pdradisc (a word whieh
comes to us, through the Greek paradeisos, from persia, where it ffgures
in the lzrJra in the form of paii-datzd, Persianfcfdaus) i the iconoqiaphv
of this,Iranian motif par excellence figures in enclosure plante"d witir
trees, hortus conclusus, at the center ofwhich (,.center of the world',)
stands a pavilion, which here seems to have its correspondence in thi
Ka'aba (cf. L. I. Ringbom, cfalt.mp.l utd paradics,;p. 6aff.). The
iconographic method embodied in this image calls for th; followinq brief
remark, in reference to the contrast ofwhich we here take it as a simbol,
There is not, as in classical perspective, a foreground behind which the
secondary levels recede in foreshortening (as the past and future in rela-
tion to the present, the historic azzc, in our linear, evolutionarv reDre-
sentation). All the elements are represented in their real dimensions i..in
the present"), in each case perpendicularly to the axis of the viewer's
vision. The viewer is not meant to immobilize himself at a Darticular
point, enjoying the privitege of "presentness" and to raise his 6yes from
this fxed point; he.must-raise.lrirrrseU toward each of the elemenis repre-
sented. Contemplation of the image becomes a mental itinerary, an inner
accomplishment; the image fulfflls the function of a nandak. Because
each of the 

-elements 
is presented not rr its proper dimension but Der'zg

that same dimension, to contemplate them is to enter into a multidi--
mensional world, to effect the passage of the ,a'&i, throuqh the svmbols.
And the whole forms a unity olquaftative time, in whichiast ani future
are simultaneously in the ?turcnt. This iconography does not corresDond
to the perspectives of the historical consciousiness; jt does respond t6 the
"perspective" by which the disciple of Khi{r orients himself, and which
permits him, through the symbolic rite of circumambulation. to attain
to the "center of the world." Here, unfortunately, it will not be possible
to lp€sk.rt lcngrh ofrhe relationship between tq'wit urd the treaiises on
PCTTPCCT rv0,
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If we wish to inquire where in Christian spirituality the

dimension of such a tradition can be found, there is no lack of

signs by which to recognize the witnesses. We shall accord

special mention to thc Protestant representatives of mystic

theosophy because of the amplitude of their works and because

they are very seldom asked the questions we shall put to them

here. The idea of assembling this community of the ta'u|I in a

single study does not so far seem to have figured in the program

of the religious sciences; the main reason for this is perhaps

the inaccessibility of the sources; it is to be hoped that the little

we shall be able to say here will sumce to show how valuable

such an inquiry would be.

For the way in which Jacob Boehme, J. G. Gichtel, Valentin

Weigel, Swedenborg, and their disciples read and understand

the story of Adam in Genesis, for example, or the story of the

prophets, as the invisible history of the "celestial" and spiritual

man, enacted in a time of its own and always "in the Present"
-this has something in common with the way in which an

Ismailian theosophist, Ibn 'Arabi, Semnani, or Mulla $adra,
for example, understands this same story as he reads it in the

Koran (and in so doing raises the standing ofthose books which

we call apocryphal but certain fragments of which were taken

into the text ofthe Koran). But this must be clearly understood:

the inquiry we are undertaking has nothing in common with

what is ordinarily disparaged as syncretism or eclecticism. We

do not wish to confuse elements that should be kept apart or

reduce them to their poorest common denominator; quite the

contrary, our purpose is to recognize the most personal origi-

nalities, because all notion of divergence or deviation is done

away with where it is admitted that individual spontaneities

arise freely from a mode of perception common to all of them,

from the participation of all in a common Prophetic religion.

It is this community of perception, this unpremeditated mode

of perception which remains to be studied typologically in its

variants, because its perspectives develop according to the laws

I s. The Situation of Esoterism

of one and the same vision. There is no syncretism to be con-
structed, but only isomorphisms to be noted when the axis of
symmetry is governed by one and the same intelligentia spiritu-
als, when, unbeknownst to them, a pre-established harmony
gathers all these "espterics" fratemally in the same temple
of Light, the same kingdom of spiritual man, which is limited
by no other frontiers than those set up against it by In-science,
a-gnosia. For in Christianity as in Islam, in Islam as in Chris-
tianity, there have always been "disciples of Khi{r."

What they have in common is perhaps the perception of an
over-all unity, calling for p€rspectives, depths, transparencies,
appeals, which the "realists" of the letter or of dogma have no
need ofor reject. And this contrast is far more fundamental than
any opposition conditioned by tim€ or climate, for in the eyes
of "esoterics" all this "realism" lacks a dimension or rather
the many dimensions of the world which gre revealed by the
ta'utl (the seven levels of esoteric meaning, or, in Semntrni,
the "seven prophets ofthy being"). There is no need to con-
struct this multidimensional world; we discover it by virtue
of a principle of equilibrium and of barmony. Ismailian Gnosis
effects this intuitive discovery through the universal science
of the Scales, which indicates the invisible that is the necessary
counterweight to the visible. The theosophies of Light have
merely applied the laws of their own perspective, interpreting
esoterically the geometrical laws of optics; the ,a'?rtl is this
esoteric science of the Scales and of optics. Here again it would
be fitting to illustrate the function of the active Imagination, for
this is a science which eludes rational demonstrations and
dogmatic theorems alike. Nor should it be condemned as a mere
theoretical view. It is not theory; it is an initiation to vision. Is
it possible to see without being in the place where one sees?
Theophanic visions, mental visions, ecstatic visions in a state
of dream or of waking are in themselves penetrations into the
world they sca. These penetrations into a world of another
dimension will be described for us in a fine t€xt of Ibn 'Arabi;
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And it is likewise the sense of a twofold dimension of indi-

vidual being, implying the idea of a celestial counterpart, its

being "in the second person," that provides the foundation of

the mystical anthropology which has been so much misunder-
stood, because it has been judged in terms of the common
anthropology which places individualities, reduced to the single

dimension of their selves, equidistant from a universal God
standing in the same relation to all. It is for this reason that the

greatest importance should be attached to the pages in which

Ibn 'Arabi distinguishes between Allai as God in general and

RaD6 as the particular Lord, personalized in an individualized
and undivided relation with his vassal of love. This individual-
ized relationship on both sides is the foundation of the mystical

and chivalric ethic of the rdrle d'amore in the service of the
personal Lord whose divinity depends on the adoration of his

faithful vassal and who, in this interdependence, exchanges the

role of lord with him, because he is the First and the Last. It is

impossible to see how what we call monism or pantheism in the

West could have led to anything comparable to Ibn 'Arabi's
method of theophanic prayer, the prayer which draws its

inspiration from a God whose secret is sadness, nostalgia,
aspiration to know Himself in the beings who manifest his

Being. A passionate God, because it is in the passlbz that his

Jed,eh d'amore feels forhim, in the theopathy o f his fedclz, that He
is revealed to himself. And this always individually, in an "alone

to alone," which is something very different from universal logic
or from a collective participation, because only the knowledge
which the fedelz has of his Lord is the knowledge which this
personal Lord has of him.

This is the very relationship we outlined above in the idea of
the Angel compounded with the idea that every theophany
necessarily has the form of an angelophany. This should avoid
any misunderstanding when we come to speak of the "Self" and

the knowledge of "self." The "Self" is a characteristic term by
which a mystic spirituality underlines its dissociation from all
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the aims and implications of denominational dogmatisms. But it
enables these dogmatisms to argue in retum that this Self,
experienced as the pure act of existing, is only a natural phe-
nomenon and consequently has nothing in common with a
supematural encounter with the revealed God, attainable only
within the reality of the Church. The term "Self," as we shall
employ it here, implies neither the one nor the other acceptance.
It refers neither to the impersonal Self, to the pure act ofexisting
attainable through efforts comparable to the techniques ofyoga,
nor to the Selfofthe psychologists. The word will be employed
here solely in the sense given it by Ibn 'Arabi and numerous
other 9ufi theosophists when they repeated the famous sentence:
He who knows himself knows lr Lord. Knowing one's self, to
know oze's God; knowing one's Lord, to know one's self. This
Lord is not the impersonal self, nor is it the God of dogmatic
definitions, sely'subsisting without relation tg zz, without being
experienced by me. He is the he who knows himself through
myself, that is, in the knowledge that I have of him, because it
is the knowledge that he has ofme; it is alone with him alone, in
this syzygic unity, that it is possibleto say thou. And such is the
reciprocity in which flowers the creative Prayer which Ibn

'Arabi teaches us to experience simultaneously as the Prayer of
God and the Prayer of man.

Then it will become clear to some of us that the problems
which our philosophical systems exhaust themselves trying to
deal with have been left far behind. To others the rational
foundations ofthis transcending will seem very fragile. But can
it be otherwisel There are so many troubling facts: there is the
fact that Imamology and Koranic Christology are docetic; and
we are in the habit of ridiculing the docetism of the Gnostics,
which, it seems to us, has reduced the reality ofJesus, the man,
to a "phantasm," when in truth this docetism is a strictly
theological critique of knowledge, of the law governing the
apparition of religious phenomena to a religious consciousness
and goveming the reciprocity of which we have just spoken.
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There is the idea ofa God whose divine personal reality depends

on the service of his fedele d'amore; this seems so much in con-

tradiction with the imperial idea ofthe Pantokrator, that it may

well seem absurd to claim not only that such a God is meaning-

ful, but also that it is meaningful to pray to such a God. We

leam in the company of Ibn 'Arabi how this rejection can be

rejected. There is finally the shattering of all the self-evident

truths concerning the historicity ofhistory, ofthose truths which

bear so heavily on our modern minds that failure to attach

importance to the historical meaning or to the historical reality

of a religious phenomenon may seem equivalent to denying it

all reality. Here we have tried to show that there is another

"historicity." But the modern Passion for material facts stoPs ai

nothing; it has fictions of its own, such as the supposed "eye-

witness reports," which would have seemed blasphemous to a

pious Gnostic reader of the Acts of St. John, well aware that on

the evening of Good Friday the Voice revealed the mystery of

the Cross of Light to the disciple who had been drawn into the

Grotto. "For the True Cross is not this wooden cross that you

will see when you come down here again." And this is a truth

which was well known to Ismailian Gnosis.E6

If the cry "God is dead" has left many on the brink of the

abyss, it is because the mystery of the Cross of Light was long

ago done away with. Neither pious indignation nor cynical joy

can alter the fact. There is only one answer, the words that

Sophia, emerging from the night, murmured in the ear of the

pensive pilgrim circumambulating the Ka'aba: "Can it be that

you yourself are already dead?" The secret to which Ibn 'Arabi

and his companions initiate us impels those whom that cry has

shaken to the depths of their being to recognize uhat God has

died and ztho are the dead. To recognize this is to understand

the secret ofthe empty tomb. But the Angel must have removed

the stone, and we must have the courage to look into the bottom

36. See our article, "L'lsmadlisme et le symbole de la Croix."

$ s. The Sitution of Esoterism

ofthe tomb if we are to know that it is indeed empty and that we
must look for Him elsewhere. The greatest misfortune that can
befall the shrine is to become the sealed tomb before which men
mount guard and do so only because there is a corpse in it.
Acrordingly, it takes the greatest courage to proclaim that it is
empty, the courage of those able to dispense with the evidence
of reason and authority because the only secret they possess is
the secret of love that has seen.

Our meaning is expressed in the following anecdote which we
owe to SemnAni, the great Iranian $[fi: Jesus was sleeping with
a brick for pillow. The accursed demon came and stopped at his
bedside. When Jesus sensed that the accursed one was there, he
woke up and said: Why hast thou come to me, accursed onel-I
have come to get my things.-And what things of thine are
there here?-This brick that thou restest thine head on.-Then

lesus (Ral ,4llah, Spiritus Dei) seized the brick and flung it in
his face.

The purpose ofan introduction as ofa prelude is to announce, to
give an intimation of, the themes of a work. It is thus to be
hoped that certain of our leitmotivs have been set fo h with
some clarity in the foregoing pages. In concluding our inro-
duction, we shall make no attempt to summarize the book itself,
but merely indicate the link between its two parts.36

Pent ONo. We start by noting tbe encounter---rharacteristic,
as we have seen, of $ufism in Islam-between prophetic religion
and mystic religion. It is this encounter which gives mystic
religion its prophetic resonance (the "seven prophets of thy
Being" in Semnini); and through it, conversely, prophetic
religion ceases to be dissociated from mystic experience: the

36, Parts One and Two appeared previously in a somewhat different
form in E"I XXIV ( le55) and XXV ( 1956), with the titles "Sympathie
ct thdopathie chez les 'Fiddles d'Amour' en Islam" and "Imagination
crCatrice ct pridre crCatrice dans le soufisme d'Ibn 'Arabl."
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celestial assumption of the Prophet (Mi'raj) becomes the

prototype of a spiritual experience which the mystic in turn

must relive in a mental vision or assumption, which makes of

him too a nabt.\The spirituality thus established develops what
we have characterized as theophanism. From this encounter

between prophetic religion and mystic religion rises the idea of

unio mXttica as unio sympathetica; far from conflicting with such a
"sympathetic union," it is the co-passion of the fedele d.'amore

and his God; the praesentia realis of his God is in the passion

that this Jedele experiences for Him, his theopathl, which puts

him into sympathy with the being or beings which have been

invested by him and for him with the theophanic function. The
prayer of the heliotrope in Proclus is perhaps the most subtle

prefiguration and annunciation of this sympathy; it is a prelude

to that other Prayer which is simultaneously the Prayer of God

and the Prayer of man. As for the theophanic function invested

in men, it is the secret of the dialectic of love. In the nature of

mystic love this dialectic discovers the encounter (con-spiration)

between sensory, physical love and spiritual love. Beauty is the

supreme theophany, but it reveals itself as such only to a love
which it transfigures. Mystic love is the religion of Beauty,

because Beauty is the secret of theophanies and because as such
it is the power which transfigures. Mystic love is as far from
negative asceticism as it is from the estheticism or libertinism

of the possessive instinct. But the organ of theophanic percep-

tion, that is, of the perception through which the encounter

between Heaven and Earth in the mid-zone, the'dlam al mirhdl
takes place, is the active Imagination. It is the active Imagina-
tion which invests the earthly Beloved with his "theophanic

function"; it is essentially a theophanic Imagination and, as such,
a creative Imagination, because Creation is itselftheophany and
theophanic Imagination. From this idea of Creation as theoph-
any (the idea of teatio et nihilo being excluded ) arises the idea
of a sophiology, the figure of Sophia aeterna (the Eternal
Womanly) as she appears in the theosophy of lbn 'Arabi.

E S. The Situation of Esoterism

Penr Two. Recapitulation of the basic theme: Imagination
and theophany. If Creation is understood as a divine theophanic
Imagination, how does the mystic communicate through the
organ of the Imagination with the worlds and interworldsl
What are the events perceived by the active Imaginationl How
does it create, that is, manifest, Being? This question introduces
the motif of the "subtile physiology," whose center is the heart;
the heart is the focus in which creative spiritual energy, that is,
theophanic energy, is concentrated, whereas the Imagination is
its organ. Our analysis then culminates in the experimental
verification of a twofold demonstration: on the one hand. the
method of theophanic prayer by which he who prays becomes
aware that his prayer is simultaneously Prayer of man and
Prayer of God; on the other hand, the theophanic vision which
surrnounts the void and hiatus, the contradictions which ab-
stract monotheism leaves wide open: on the one hand, the
impossibility of vision and the people's rejection of Moses; on
the other, the testimony of the Prophet and of all those who
ground their spiritual experience in his celestial assumption: ..I

have seen my Lord in the most beautiful of forms." And the
secret of the Imagination which configures the features of this
Forma Dei must be sought in experimental verification of the
maxim commented above: "He who knows himself knows his
Lord."

Perhaps a word is in order about the unfamiliar vocabulary
employed in this book. We have learned it from our authors
themselves. If it seems unusual, it is because, writing in Arabic
or Persian, Suhrawardi, Ibn.Arabi, Semntni and others say
things which our customary philosophical language is not
always equipped to express. The most characteristic Arabic or
Persian terms have been interpolated in parentheses. In the
course of the present introduction the terms "theophany" and
"theopathy" have already been employed in contexts that make
their meaningo clelr.
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Still, there is one term which perhaps calls for special justifi-

cation: Fedtli d'arzora. We have already had occasion to speak of

the Fedeli d'amore, Dante's companions, and we shall speak of

them again, for the theophanism oflbn'Arabi has a good deal in

common with the ideas of the symbolist interPreters of Dante

(Luigi Valli), though it is secure against such criticism as that

ofthe literalist philologists, who were alarmed to see the Person

of Beatrice fade into a pale allegory. We have suggested that

both the Fedeli d'amore and, their critics can be reproached with

one-sidedness. In any case, the young girl who was for lbn

'Arabi in Mecca what Beatrice was for Dante' was a real young

girl, though at the same time she was "in person" a theophanic

figure, the figure of Solhia aeterna (whom certain of Dante's

companions invoked as Madonna Intelligenza) ' The problem is

simiiar to that raised by the person of Khidr the prophet, both

individual person and, by virtue of his investiture with a

theophanic function whose organ is the active Imagination, an

archetype. If we fail to grasP this twofold dimension simulta-

n"ou.iy, *u lo." the reality both ofthe person and ofthe symbol'

It has not been our intention to re-open the great debate,

inaugurated by Asin Palacios, concerning the actual historical

relations between those to whom we can give the name of

Fedeli d'amore in the East and West. It has seemed more im-

portant to indicate the undeniable typological affinities between

ih"-. We shall observe that this term Fefuli d'amore (the

Arabic or Persian equivalents will be given below) does not

apply indiscriminately to the entire community of $ufis; it does

not, for example, apply to the pious ascetics of Mesopotamia,

who in the first centuries of Islam took the name of $tifi ln

making this distinction we only conform to the indications

provided by the great Iranian mystic Ruzbehan Baqli of Shirez

(d. reoe) in his beautiful Persian book entitled fd Jasmin oJ

the Fedeli d'amore. Rt;zbehan distinguishes between the pious

ascetics, or $Ufis, who never encountered the experience of

human love, and the Fedeli d'aL'zore , for whom the experience of

E s. the Situation of Esoterism

a cult of love dedicated to a beautiful being is the necessary
initiation to divine love, from which it is inseparable. Such an
initiation does not indeed signify anything in the nature of a
monastic conversion to divine love; it is a unique initiation,
which transfigures eros as such, that is, human love for a human
creature. Ruzbehan's doctrine falls in with Ibn 'Arabi's dialectic
of love. It creates a kinship between him and Fakhr'lraqi, the
Iranian who was Ibn 'Arabi's disciple through the intermediary
of$adr Qunyawi, and also makes R0zbehan the precursor ofthat
other famous man ofShiraz, the great poet fl,afi2, whose Dnaan
is still observed today by the $ufis of Iran as a Bible of the
religion of love, whereas in the West it has been solemnly
debated whether or not this Dtwan has a mystic meaning. This
religion of love was and remained the religion of all the min-
srels of Iran and inspired them with the magnificent la'zoll
which supplies a link between the spiritual lran of the Q0fis and
Zoroastrian lran, for according to this ta'wrl the Prophet of

Islam in person proclaims Zarathustra to be the prophet of the
Lord oflove; the altar ofFire becomes the symbol of the Living
Flame in the temple of the heart,
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