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			For Ali Yurtsever, Ermal Hitaj and Jena Luedtke: 
friends, models, bearers of that inimitable Light.

			“Miracles don’t cause faith, but rather 
the scent of kindredness that unites people...

			…Everyone understands this voice when it comes. 
It speaks with the same authority to Turk and Kurd, 
Persian, Arab, Ethiopian, [Albanian, American,] one language!” 

			—Jalaluddin Rumi

		

	
		
			Preface

			This is neither a comprehensive study of Fethullah Gülen nor a comprehensive study of Jalaluddin Rumi. What I am seeking to do is to explore the places where the thought of the one is echoed in the thinking of the other, either overtly or indirectly—and to note ways in which the opposite is true: that Gülen diverges from Rumi. 

			I am also seeking to suggest some of the larger contexts in which the thinking of both resides. Given the wide-ranging aspects of their respective writings, it should not be surprising if, minimally, we can find important foundation stones in both philosophy and theology in the edifices that they each construct. Given the important role of Muslim thinkers in the era leading to and beyond the time of Rumi in preserving and transmitting the thought of the ancient Greeks, it should not be surprising to find traces of Plato in Rumi, together with important influences from prior Muslim and in particular prior Sufi thinkers. Given Gülen’s wide interests it should not be surprising to find echoes from the same array of thinkers that have come both through his own study of them and through his engagement of Rumi. 

			Moreover, Gülen’s intellectual interests extend beyond the era of Rumi, and thus others—notably Bediüzzaman Said Nursi—have added to the foundations of his edifice of thought. And in the long run, this narrative evolves primarily as a focus on Fethullah Gülen as one, inspired by Rumi and others, who is a scholar of Islam who has transformed the theory of universalism into a concerted and successful plan of action on various levels.

			Gülen has spent most of his life as a student of the Qur’an and of Islamic literature and lore and a good part of that time as an avid learner—like the Prophet Muhammad himself seems, by every account, to have been—of a wide range of subjects, spiritual and otherwise. He has evolved the sort of philosophy that offers a unique form of hope and potential help for a world fraught with fractiousness and contention, where greed seems to be a defining attribute of those in power and desperation of those without power.

			Gülen’s vision is Islamist—in two ways: he speaks from within the deepest reaches of his own Muslim traditions, and his vision for his own country, Turkey, is that it reclaim the Muslim identity that is endemic to the last nearly thousand years of its history and to its national soul. At the same time, he is emphatically universalist: his vision is one in which each country addresses the world from within the traditions that have shaped its national soul, but all countries ultimately share a common goal: to improve the world for all humans and also for the non-human elements that make up the world. 

			He has articulated his vision in terms of an altruistic sensibility. This is the opposite of the “me” emphasis that has been expressed by various writers and pundits in the course of history and in particular the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. And he has pushed the growing cadre of adherents to his banner to translate the theory that he espouses into action: service to the community and ultimately the world around them. He has taught and preached and written about universal love and compassion, not only for fellow humans, but for the natural world around us.

			As a practicing Sufi—an adherent of Muslim mysticism—Gülen is comfortable with paradox and has shaped his thinking in accordance with the paradoxes that are inherent in mysticism. God is within us and God is unimaginably beyond us. God is inaccessible, yet the hiddenmost recesses of God are accessible. As the mystic seeks God, God seeks the mystic. We must seek God from deep within our own tradition; there are myriad traditions from which paths lead to the same inner recess of God: the mysterion. 

			This is a perspective to which many mystics have arrived—and I spend a considerable amount of time in the introductory and first chapters exploring this in order to provide a solid foundation upon which readers, particularly those new to this area of spirituality, may build the edifice of their understanding. But none has articulated the idea as frequently or as lyrically as did the thirteenth-century Sufi, Jalaluddin Rumi. Thus there is a range of distinct connections that may be found between Rumi in his time and Gülen in his time—our time. Fundamentally, the one spoke and taught and wrote and the other speaks and teaches and writes of issues that reach beyond themselves because they are not time-bound.

			Ultimately a central point of this discussion is to demonstrate how (without presuming to state definitively as to why), within broad intellectual, cultural and spiritual frameworks, two individuals so far apart in time can be and have been within their respective times of thinking, feeling and writing, ahead of their time—and ultimately timeless, at least to those willing to listen carefully to their respective words.

			Or as Rumi put it: 

			I am so small I can barely be seen. 
How can this great love be inside me?

			Look at your eyes. 
They are small, but they see enormous things. 
(Divani Shamsi Tabriz #798) 

			The great love is the love of God and the love of all of God’s creation. The eyes with which he sees so much are not merely those with which we see the outside world and the outer shapes of things, but those with which we see both within and beyond. Rumi was talking to himself, but also, one might say, to Fethullah Gülen—as Gülen himself may be seen to recognize, when he writes (in the foreword to Shefik Can’s book on Rumi), that the thirteenth-century Sufi master “hastened toward God on his own spiritual journey, but in addition to this he evoked similar journeys in countless others—journeys marked by an eager striving toward God.”1 

			Gülen clearly includes himself among those countless others—which is why he wrote the foreword to Can’s book, with such obvious love and eagerness, in the first place. But Rumi’s words, as Gülen recognizes, are really directed to all humans who share the potential to hear and see and who value and seek to hear and see inwardly as much as and sometimes more than outwardly. This is a sentiment shared, in fact, by Rumi and Gülen, each of whom in his own way is an important part of exploring and explaining how to carry “this great love … inside me” out to the world.

			With this last comment in mind I wish to offer my gratitude to two individuals in particular whose interest led to the bringing of this book to fruition: Ali Yurtsever, former Director of the Rumi Forum in Washington, DC who suggested it; and Emre Celik, current Director, whose constant attention led to its completion and arrival at the publishing house. I would also like to thank the editors at Tughra Press for their careful attention to every detail within my text, and for their patience and generosity of spirit. Teşekkür!

			

			
				
					1	M. Fethullah Gülen, “Foreword” in Shefik Can: Fundamentals of Rumi’s Thought: A Mevlevi Sufi Perspective, Somerset, NJ: Tughra Books, 2008.

				

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Jalaluddin Rumi, as we shall soon see in some detail, is the founder of a particular tariqa—a particular group with its particular sensibilities—within the diverse history of Muslim mysticism. As this book focuses most directly (but not exclusively) on his putative influence on the contemporary social and political philosopher-theologian, Fethullah Gülen, then one of the starting points of this narrative is to consider what mysticism is, in order to try to understand how it shapes and is shaped by the thought of someone like Rumi and why and how such thought should end up affecting the thinking and writing of someone like Gülen.

			Religion: The Realm of the Sacer

			An understanding of mysticism requires a grasp of the broad purposes of religion. Religion presupposes an opposition between the life of the everyday, the safely circumscribed, the familiar and knowable, the human—and a realm beyond the human: unknown and ultimately, in a most fundamental sense, unknowable, fraught with both hope and fear, with both positive and negative possibilities. That realm, so rigorously separated from the realm of the day-to-day is referred to in English as the “sacred.”

			It might be useful for our purposes to use the Latin term upon which the English word is based—sacer—since the latter accomplishes three things that the former generally does not. First, and perhaps most importantly, “sacer” is not readily familiar to most of us the way “sacred” is, so encountering it in a text forces us to stop short and ask what it means, rather than automatically assuming that we already know that term and gliding by it without much thought.

			Second, the Latin term has a wider range of aspectual meanings than the English term has come to possess. It encompasses the unknown in all of its aspects, and refers to any reality that operates according to principles in time and space that have an irrational, illogical or unintelligible quality to them. Thus the wilderness, the desert, the high seas, outer space, on the one hand; and on the other, the realm of sleep and dreams and the realm of death are all aspects of the sacer, as well as the realm of divinity. 

			These sub-aspects of the concept share the quality of being unpredictable, and of not operating in time and space according to our expectations. Dreams notoriously bounce from one time or space frame to another in a manner analogous to the way in which we understand divinity to perceive all of time and space as a coherent, present-tense continuum within God’s purview. For humans, when we are awake, time and space offer a linear way of being, past leads to present which leads to future and the distance between Washington, DC and New York is understandably different from that between Washington and Istanbul.

			This second feature of the sacer interweaves the third: that it is inherently neutral in its disposition to us, and potentially positive or negative. Thus in the wild woods nothing may occur to us, or wolves may devour us, or our fairy god mother may tap us on the shoulder and give us three wonderful wishes that change our life. When we sleep, we may have no dreams or sweet dreams or nightmares. When we die, perhaps nothing happens to us, or perhaps we go to a wonderful place (call it Paradise) or perhaps to a terrible place (call it the Inferno). When we seek the gods or God, we may receive no response, or a negative response or a positive response: praying for rain may yield further draught or a flood or just the right amount of rain to offer us continued life.

			The boundless sacer, in its aspect as divinity, may, in most religious traditions, assume myriad shapes (or none at all): gods and goddesses, daimons and spirits, sometimes benevolent and sometimes malicious, unpredictable and intrinsically inaccessible to the modes of access with which humans ordinarily address the world around us: the five senses and the intellect.

			The term sacer can also apply to an individual, in which case it also implies being apart from the community, the familiar, the everyday: so (in the positive sense) a prophet or priest is one separate from the community, particularly, in the case of a priest, in the enactment of rituals. Such a figure, in turn, guides the community (the profanus) in its relationship with the sacer; hence that figure is termed, in Latin, sacerdos—“one who gives the sacer [to us],” (and “one who gives us to the sacer”).2 So, too, (in the negative sense), one who has transgressed a boundary between profanus and sacer space, becomes, as we shall see, sacer.

			It is the province and purpose of religion to wrestle with all of this. Thus religion not only addresses that realm beyond the everyday, but defines how we should understand it. The word “religion” itself indicates this. It is a straightforward development of the Latin word religio, the root of which—“-lig-”—means a “binding” (one finds that root in “lig-aments,” that bind muscle to bone, and “lig-atures,” that bind up wounds, for example). Religio binds a community together with regard to its sense of the sacer. More precisely, since “re-“ means “back” or “again,” religion binds a community back again to that aspect of the sacer realm—divinity—which it assumes created it.

			Religion prescribes the times and spaces within which, addressing the sacer, we make it more accessible to our aspirations. Religious rite and ritual govern the boundaries between ourselves and the sacer, regulating their traversal when appropriate, structuring the process with minutely detailed care in order to insure as much as possible a positive response from that realm toward our own realm. Sacerdotes are those who, in every religious tradition, are believed to possess the peculiar knowledge (granted to them in revelation from the sacer) of what rituals and rites to prescribe and of how properly to accomplish them. So, in their respective traditions: Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, Buddha, the Bab; the priest in the Israelite Temple, in the Sumerian Great Ziqqurat, in the Temple to Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome.

			Each religion assumes that the divine powers of the sacer are, on the whole, beneficent (that assumption is present, both for Roman polytheism and for the evolving Israelite-Judean monotheism that is contemporary with it). So to be sacer—to be what the gods are, to be with the gods—must mean to be blessed. Thus, for example, in dying, one may come to reside with the gods—a blessed condition concerning which there is ample discussion in Greco-Roman and other mythologies. Yet in the case of a scapegoat, that animal, sacer, is clearly understood to be cursed. The bilateral, paradoxic nature of the sacer, then, is clear—and is essential to Western religious history. For Christianity, Jesus as the ultimate sacerdotal being (he is both human and divine for Christians) in earthly death, becomes sacer. In his death he bears humanity’s sins on his shoulders and thus, one might say, is as cursed as one can be. But at the same time, he who returns to the realm of God-the-Father is as blessed as one can possibly be.

			In the Abrahamic traditions, it is through prophets and priests (two separate but related modes of sacerdotal intermediation) that we receive instruction from God as to how to be so that we may invite blessing and not curse upon ourselves; and it is such individuals who plead with God (the sacer) on our behalf. The Abrahamic traditions share a plethora of prophetic figures in common and are distinguished from each other in part by those they don’t share—or concerning whom they view their precise sacerdotal nature differently. Thus, for example, Jesus is one among many human prophets for Muslims. He is, more precisely, one of the Ulu al Azm—the five most prominent prophets, together with Noah, Abraham, Moses and Muhammad—but he is unique, both human and divine, for Christians. (For Jews he is not a prophet at all).

			Religion and Mysticism: The Mysterion within the Sacer

			Mysticism may be understood as a particularly intense aspect of religious experience—as a particular means of traversing the boundary into relationship with the sacer. The term “mysticism,” related to the term “mystery,” derives from the Latin mysterium which, in turn, derives from the Greek mysterion. This term, in turn, comes from the Greek verb mystein, meaning “to close” or, by extension, “to hide”: the mysterion is the closed, the hidden center of the sacer which the mystic seeks to enter—and which the mystical method seeks to uncover. 

			That method (for whichever mystical system) is itself intrinsically hidden: the mystic hopes to travel hidden paths, to absorb hidden knowledge of interpreting and understanding the world by transcending its bounds into communion with the sacer that engendered our world. Mysticism presupposes that, within the heart of the sacer, deep-centered in its recesses, the hiddenness is the ultimate essence of the sacer—the ultimate goal of the ultimate hope of merging the mystic’s profanus self with the sacer. That ultimate unknown is the wholly transcendent, wholly unintelligible, which is beyond “normative” religious ritual, to be sought by carefully and precisely prescribed methods inaccessible to “normative” religious method and sensibility.

			Mysticism, moreover, implies a personalized communion with the sacer—as opposed to “normative” religious experience, with its strong communal emphasis, involving a group defined by its religio and mediated by its particular sacerdotes (this is the plural of sacerdos) and by its particular relationship to the sacer. Mystics who succeed, achieve ecstasy—ek stasis in Greek, meaning “out of [where one ordinarily] stands”: they stand outside their normal, everyday state of being, in bursting the bounds of themselves via a method that carries them beyond normative patterns of logic and intuition. By further paradox, at least within the Abrahamic traditions, that ek-stasis may also be understood as en-stasis, since to find the hidden innermost recess of God one might dig into the innermost recesses of one’s own soul, which is that aspect of God within all of us. Of course, when one deals with the sacer, one does not deal with the linear sort of space with which we are familiar in the everyday world, so looking inward as a means of looking outward has its own paradoxic sacer “spatial” logic.

			The mystic must, if s/he would merge with the center of the sacer, be in perfect equilibrium within him/herself—centered, as the cosmos is, a pivot that spins without wobbling—so that, traveling beyond (or deeply within) his/her profanus self, s/he is able to return to that self without being harmed by the experience. Indeed, one of the important features of mysticism in the Abrahamic traditions is the obligation of the mystic to return to the world of the here and now and to benefit the community of which s/he remains a part, with whatever insights have been gained through communion with the innermost recesses of the unknown. So the real goal is not to enter the hiddenmost recesses of the sacer, but to get there and return to the everyday world and to the community within it, changed, bettered, and in a position to change and improve the world of which the mystic is part.

			Particularism and Universality in Abrahamic Mysticism 

			One might suppose that within the diverse mystical traditions there would be a good deal of specificity that would exclude those not part of a particular faith from aspiring toward the sacer. That exclusiveness would seem even more obvious for those seeking the innermost recesses of the sacer. To a certain extent that is true within the history of Abrahamic mysticism. Thus it would seem inherently impossible for a non-Jew to engage seriously in kabbalah, the central phase within the history of Jewish mysticism, since in order to be a practitioner one is expected to be an unequivocal devotee of the Torah, to understand every syllable of its text that is considered the unadulterated word of God and to believe that within and around every syllable there are God-intended sacer secrets waiting to be ferreted out.

			Moreover, the methodology of ferreting out those secrets in kabbalah evolves, over time, with ever-increasing focus on the Hebrew letters—their numerological values, and eventually their sounds and even their shapes—that comprise the text of the Torah. So any aspirant to the mysterion whose doorway to that sacer interior is the Torah, would also need to be deeply versed in the linguistic and related aspects of the Hebrew language, a condition less than more likely for a non-Jew.

			Similarly, Christian mysticism, for which the role most obviously equivalent to that of the Torah for Jewish mysticism is the figure of Jesus, would seem inherently to require of its practitioners that they believe completely and without hesitation in the divine nature—more accurately, the paradoxically fully human and fully divine nature—of Jesus. Regardless of other details, that essential starting point would exclude non-Christians for whom Jesus is maximally a prophet, and minimally not even a prophet, but certainly not divine.

			One could argue as well, that Muslim mysticism must require of its practitioners that they embrace not only the sacer as Islam does (the sense of the sacer for Islam is virtually identical to what it is for Judaism; Christianity’s understanding of Jesus as divine, and therefore of God as assuming human form at a particular moment in history for a particular—salvational—reason, offers a divergence from the other two Abrahamic systems of belief), but that they embrace the role of Muhammad as the final and consummate sacerdotal messenger between God and humanity, the ultimate nabiyy and rasul—which embrace will not be found among non-Muslims.3

			Could a non-Christian, who does not read the Gospels with an urgent sense of their definitive quality, or a non-Muslim, who does not believe the Qur’an to be the ultimate word of God mediated through the ultimate prophet, expect to gain access to the mysterion by way of Christian or Muslim mystical thought? 

			Moreover, in the mystical traditions found in each of these three sibling faiths, there is an extraordinary range of diverse and different “schools” or methods of seeking the mysterion and/or modes of understanding what the essence of the mysterion is. Jewish mysticism goes through a series of phases that offer different emphases; Christian mysticism offers a large series of practitioners with divergent legacies of experience and instruction; Muslim mysticism—Sufism—offers a wide range of “orders”—tariqas—that have attracted diverse followings across time and space.

			Yet one of the interesting aspects of the Abrahamic traditions is that, again and again one finds leading representatives of their mystical movements who, far from digging deeper into a particularistic view of the relationship between the sacer and ourselves and of how optimally to access that relationship, and committed as they are to their own particularized senses of what the sacer is and how to approach it most effectively; recognize that there are diverse paths to the same goal. Any number of these figures champions the notion that the mysterion may be accessed by individuals with varied perspectives regarding what it is and how to get to it, or that mystical aspirants from within the varied religious traditions can follow the path toward communion with the mysterion without abandoning their traditions to use methods outside those traditions. 

			There is an inherent logic to this: if my initial goal is to be filled with God in fusing with the mysterion, then I can only hope to do that if I empty myself of my self. In doing that, I empty myself of ego and therefore of the cocksure certainty that my way and only my way of finding the mysterion and my understanding of the sacer offer the correct way and the correct understanding. And if my ultimate goal in pursuing this initial goal is to return from my ecstatic experience as an instrument for working in partnership with God to perfect the world, then imagining that such a task can only be accomplished through means and methods that I prescribe would both be ego-embedded and reflect a failure to recognize the spectacular diversity of God’s creation—the splendid diversity of ways in which humans find their way in the world and seek the paths beyond our world. 

			Thus, for instance: Abraham Abulafia, (1240-91)—born in Spain in the very year in which Rumi, in his pre-mystical years, was becoming recognized as an Orthodox scholar—asserted at age 31 that he had received the prophetic call, hearing a voice calling “Abraham! Abraham!” to which he responded: “Here am I!” (recalling that brief dialogue that sets Genesis XXII, and the offering up of his son to which the biblical Abraham is called, in motion). Shortly thereafter Abulafia began to gather a circle of pupils around him in his home town of Saragossa. He claimed to be able to train his pupils in what he called “Prophetic Kabbalah” (Kabbalah N’vooeet) through an intimate investigation of the Names of God to purify their souls and ultimately to achieve the capacity to exercise magical powers. The disciple’s access to God’s Names is through the letters comprising the names into which s/he absorbs him/herself, feeling inspiration (in-spirit-ation): s/he becomes possessed by God’s name. 

			Abulafian Kabbalah’s underlying principle is that meditation on any letter within a word that addresses an aspect of the creation transmutes into a meditation on the whole of that word, and by further analogy, on the whole of creation and ultimately on the Creator. Such a deconstructive method of meditation—emphasizing most particularly the word of God: the Torah and, more broadly, biblical words and phrases—necessarily yields irrational meanings. Words and phrases are deprived of their everyday sensibility and thus function as a mechanism of guidance out of the here and now into the Other Realm in its deepest recesses: the more irrational, one might suppose, the deeper. The process is at once physical and mental. One begins with mivta: the articulation of the sounds of the letters. But not in a simple manner. Take, for example, the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, aleph, which is part of the hidden divine name,4 and repeat it in combination a) with each of the four letters of the Tetragrammaton (YHVH); and b) with every possible permutation of the five Hebrew vowels. The result is 200 non-sense sound-combinations.

			As in other systems that emphasize dwelling on or repeating sound combinations—not only in Sufism or the hesychastic Christian mystics, but also in Hinduism and Buddhism—breathing is an essential element, and Abulafia offers instructions regarding how properly to breathe in the course of this process. Similarly, specific hand movements are to be performed during this process.

			Much of Abulafia’s terminology is derived from Greek, reminding us that he and other Jewish mystics of the thirteenth century, living cheek by jowl with Christians and Muslims in Spain in particular, were open to non-Jewish sources of potential wisdom where esoteric affairs were concerned. And most relevant to this discussion, Abulafia proclaimed his ability to teach outside the normal “canon” of kabbalistic discipleship. Typically, Jewish mystical study was limited not only to Jews but to married Jewish males of a mature age with families. But Abulafia claimed that he could teach his techniques to anyone with sufficient interest and will. He asserted that anyone—young or old; male or female; Jew, Christian or Muslim—could achieve the prophetic heights within the depths of the Divine mysterion.

			Abulafia’s consistent interest in and embrace of non-Jewish (and non-male) students was not conversionary: he believed that anyone with a strong enough ambition for accessing the mysterion, properly disciplined and properly instructed by him, could achieve that ambition. To believe that, he understood that access to the mysterion was not dependant on one’s being Jewish, Christian or Muslim. His legacy would extend into the next phases of Jewish mysticism through the next six centuries. Moreover, through his universalistic thinking, Abulafia’s influence would receive from and extend into Muslim mysticism and push toward the work of Renaissance-era Christian mystics such as Pico dela Mirandola.5

			A generation before Abulafia’s birth, St. Francis of Assisi (1181/2-1228) offers a different angle of grasping the reality of myriad paths to the singular, universal Divine mysterion. St. Francis offers a particularly interesting instance of such a perspective. On the one hand, he may be seen as the consummate exemplar of a Christo-centric mystical tradition. After all, he offers the most renowned instance of being so intensely wrapped within the mysterion that, emerging from it his very body was marked by the marks—stigmata—of Christ’s physical wounds. These symbols of Jesus’ self-sacrifice on behalf of humanity remained painfully imprinted on the saint’s own body for the remaining few years of his life.

			On the other hand, St. Francis is equally renowned for the intensity of his panhenotheism: the sense of God’s presence in all of His creation—the one (heno) God (theos) in everything (pan)—accessible, therefore, through communing with the trees and flowers, the birds and insects, the sun and the wind. His prayer to brother sun and his preaching to the birds are among the best-known of the writings ascribed to him.6 For some panhenotheists it is easier to love the Creator through loving the animal and vegetal elements of the creation than through fellow humans, particularly if the latter disagree with one regarding how to understand and approach the sacer. Not so St. Francis: he became completely comfortable with all of God’s creatures, human and otherwise. His love of humanity pushed him to travel and to encourage his acolytes to travel beyond their own small community not only across the countryside of central Italy, but across the world—including the non-Christian world. 

			In an era where the sword was the preferred instrument of Christian-Muslim contact for most men of the cloth and not only men of the world, he sought to bring his clear sense of the sacer to the dar al-Islam by the word alone—was even willing to risk losing his own life in order to speak with Muslim leaders and convince them of the spiritual Truth as he understood it. But his contemporary biographers speak less about his speaking about his Christian understanding of the sacer than of his listening to Muslim perspectives: remarkably, what he is famously said to have engaged in with the Emir of Egypt was a dialogue—a colloquium caritatis, a colloquy of mutual respect and even love—rather than a spiritual debate. So both principals in that discussion were engaged not in conversionary activity but in spiritual information-gathering with regard to diverse perspectives on God.

			Abulafia and St. Francis offer two examples—and there are others—of Jewish and Christian mystics who exemplify the principle of thinking and feeling outside the box of one’s particularized faith in seeking, or perceiving modes of seeking, the mysterion. And the same is true within the Sufi tradition. This is particularly distinct in the writings of Ibn al-‘Arabi (1165-1240), an older contemporary of St. Francis, born, like Abraham Abulafia, in Spain. Ibn al-‘Arabi is arguably the first Sufi thinker to very specifically articulate a panhenotheistic understanding of reality. For, he points out, the Qur’an itself notes that “wherever one turns, there is the Face of God,”7 and thus it asserts that “The Universe is God’s form… [The aspects of] the Universe are manifest reality.” God is what the universe makes manifest, so that the notion that the One Who “is also the inner essence [of those aspects] Who is Himself the unmanifest”8 makes logical sense. Yet “He is Being itself; the Essence of Being,” and thus impossibly beyond our grasp (for we cannot grasp pure Being).9 Thus God is simultaneously immanent within the world around us and yet more transcendent than the most distant star.

			The paradox is simple in its perfect impossibility. Since “He is the Observer in the observer and the Observed in the observed,”10 and since ultimately “thou art not thou; thou are He” and “thou are not what is beside God,”11 then it is a matter of finding one’s self, finding [the manifestations of] God within one’s self and finding one’s self in his or her journey toward and with God—and the instruments of discovery are all around us in the myriad elements of the creation. Achieving the goal of being in intimate company with God is made possible by recognizing that one can achieve that goal, by recognizing the availability of instrumentation—which means rising beyond the everyday manner in which we look at the elements of the universe around us; emptying the mind of its profanus relationship to reality; seeking simultaneously within and without (and understanding that these “directionalities” are one and the same). Ultimately, “he who knows himself understands that his existence is not his own existence, but his existence is the Existence of God.”12 That individual becomes the Complete, Perfect Man (al-Insan al-Kamil).13 

			Those who find God and verify their success at having found God (he calls these individuals al-Muhaqqiqun—“the Verifiers”) remove the veils that prevent them from recognizing the God within themselves—from recognizing the fact of their being God. They are the People of Unveiling and Finding—ahl al-kashf wa’l-wujud—who have moved beyond the veils separating us from God. They have found what is always there, within themselves, falling first, in the discovery, into bewilderment (hayra). For this requires a different mode of thinking and feeling and sensing from those that we use in the profanus of the everyday. Indeed, it means to have arrived at finding and knowing God and at not-finding and not-knowing God at the same time. (For how can anyone find or know, with respect to God, in any ordinary sense in which we would use those verbs?) 

			But the muhaqqiqun are fully cognizant of the impossible paradox of their situation. It is not merely, then, that the One God is completely other than and yet within everything within the profanus, but, as we find/don’t find and come to know/not know, then we can say: huwa/la huwa—“He is/He is not”—and in any way that we speak of “is” in the profanus and the language that is used in the profanus such a statement will be self-contradictory and therefore illogical.

			There is more to this sense of paradox. Ibn al-‘Arabi asserts that all that exists—from Being itself to all of creation—exists due to God’s will. God’s agents for bringing that which exists into being are the Divine Names. One must imagine a process of emanation from the singular absolute God, through the multiplicity of Names that are and are not the same as God Itself, out into the realm of universal concepts and thence further “out”: into the temporal universe being shaped in time and space—but eternally extant in God’s Mind. But of course the names—the words we use and refer to as Divine Names—are not the Names (as God would “know” them), but merely the “names of the Name” (asma’ al-Asma’) that God has revealed through the Qur’an and the hadith to those who are intimately connected to God: 

			… The Divine Names that we have are the names of the Divine Names (asma’ al-Asma’). God names Himself by them in respect to the fact that He is the One-who-reveals-by means-of-His-speaking (al-Mutakallim)… God says [in Qur’an 17:110], “call upon God [Allah] or call upon the All-Merciful; whichever you call upon, to Him belong the most beautiful of Names.” Here God makes the most beautiful Names belong equally to both “Allah” and “All-Merciful.” But notice this subtle point: Every Name has a meaning [ma’na] and a form [sura]. “Allah” is called by the Name’s meaning, while “All-Merciful” is called by the Name’s form. This is because the Breath [Nafas] is ascribed to the All-Merciful, and through the Breath the Divine words become manifest within the various levels of the void (‘adam), which is where the universe becomes manifest. So we call upon God by means of the form of the Name.

			There is thus a play on “Breath” (Nafas). God “says”—with whatever the Divine equivalent of “Breath” actually is—the entities that thereby come into existence. (God says the universe into existence: “let there be…”).14 It is the Breath of God that besouls beings, thus making them live and thus populating the universe with an endless array of them—the universe is both reified and animated15 by God’s Breath. And it is with our breath that we say the things/words that we say, including the Names of God. Thus, further,

			every name has two forms. One form is with us in our breaths and in the letters we combine. These are the Names by which we call upon Him. They are the “names of the Divine Names” and are like robes upon the Names. Through the forms of these names in our breaths we express the Divine Names. Then the Divine Names have another kind of form within the Breath of the All-Merciful, with respect to the fact that God is the Speaker [al-ka’il] and is described by speech [al-kalam]… The forms of the divine Names through which God mentions Himself in His speech are their existence within the All-Merciful…

			In Ibn al-‘Arabi’s notion of universal concepts (expressed and shaped by the Names) one may also recognize a relationship to Platonic thought and its discussion of the Forms.16 Most important—and hardly surprising—for our discussion, within this part of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s far-reaching thought and writings is a clear statement of who it is that might achieve the goal of merging with God: anyone. For

			…My heart can take on any form: 
A meadow for gazelles, 
A cloister for monks, 
For the idols, sacred ground, 
Ka’ba for the circling pilgrim, 
The tablets of the Torah, 
The pages of the Qur’an.

			Aspirants of diverse spiritual traditions can become one with God. The heart to which he refers is both his heart, assumed an omnimorphic condition—and the heart of God. For if we understand this fragment from one of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s poems to refer to his condition once he has succeeded in achieving oneness with the mysterion, then his heart is emptied of himself and filled with God. So it is God who refers to Itself as omnimorphic with regard to those seeking God. 

			* * * * *

			Thus as we shall see in more detail when we arrive at the discussion of Rumi’s thought, a universalistic perspective with regard to the mystical process will already be well embedded in aspects of the Sufi tradition of which he is part, just as it may be found in parts of the Jewish and Christian mystical traditions.

			

			
				
					2	A slightly different theory derives sacerdos from sacer + an Indo-European root *dhe, meaning “do,” thus: “do, make sacer.”

				

				
					3	The Arabic words nabiyy and rasul are typically if inadequately translated into English as “prophet” and “messenger” respectively. What mainly distinguishes them as terms is that, whereas both refer to individuals who serve as conduits through which God speaks to humankind, only a rasul ultimately leaves an important text filled with God’s words as a legacy.

				

				
					4	As he explains in his Or haSeykhel (Light of the Intellect) (MS Vatican 233, fol 97a). For much of the discussion of the next two paragraphs, see in particular Moshe Idel, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988) for more detail.

				

				
					5	See Ori Z. Soltes, Mysticism in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2008), 222-4. 

				

				
					6	It is important to distinguish panhenotheism—the recognition of how the One God is manifest throughout creation (because God created it all)—from pantheism, in which some or all of the diverse forces of nature are understood to be divine.

				

				
					7	Qur’an II.115.

				

				
					8	Ibn al-‘Arabi, Bezels of Wisdom, (Mahwah: NJ: Paulist Press, 1980) chap X, 92, 135.

				

				
					9	The quote is from Bezels, X. The issue of God as pure being is precisely parallel to that around which Jewish mysticism not only centers, but focuses with respect to God’s name, YHVH, in Hebrew, the root of which word is “to be.” For Sufism the issue does not focus on the linguistic content of the name of God, since the name/word “Allah” is not built from an Arabic language root that means “to be.”

				

				
					10	Bezels, Ibid, 184.

				

				
					11	Ibn al-‘Arabi, The Treatise on Being, W.H. Weir, transl. (London: Beshara Publications, 1975), 10. 

				

				
					12	Ibid.

				

				
					13	Given that Muhammad, Seal of the Prophets, is the one understood to be al-Insan al-Kamil, then we understand the implications of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s comment: every mystic has the potential to become like a prophet—a sacerdos through whom God communicates to the profanus. This is of course consistent with what all the mystical traditions assert as their aspiration: to become sacerdotal conduits analogous to the prophets. 

				

				
					14	One not only recognizes the identity with Jewish and Christian thinking regarding Divine animation/besoulment of beings as part of the creation process recounted in Genesis I, but the precise cognate between the Arabic nafas and the Hebrew nefesh to refer to the breath that God breathes into the clod of earth (adamah, in Hebrew) to yield the first human being (Adam).

				

				
					15	From the Latin “anima” meaning “breath” and also meaning “soul.”

				

				
					16	See below, chapter one, fn #37.
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