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Praise for Esoteric Traditions in Islamic Thought


‘Professor Lewisohn gives us so much with this splendid collection of beautiful, perspicacious translations, many focusing on the distinctive tradition of Islamic gnosis. This volume will stimulate much-needed research, even as it reminds us of our great loss a few years ago with the author’s premature death. There is no one of his generation who has contributed more to the study of Sufism and mysticism in Islam through writing, teaching, lecturing, editing, organising conferences and emulating the beautiful, compelling tradition of which he writes, so it seems, without effort. This book shows an ever-expanding mastery of the mystical verve of Islamic thought and thus highlights the great debt owed, by a frequently unwitting world, to generations of Muslim thinkers for their dedication, devotion and humanity, for this priceless gift of the mindful heart.’


Todd Lawson, Emeritus Associate Professor,
University of Toronto


‘A joy to read, a nourishment for the heart and mind, and for the specialist and non-specialist alike. The study of esotericism and what is called erfan in Iran desperately needed just this sourcebook, not least because many readers on Sufism and esotericism often neglect works from a Shī‘ite provenance. It also demonstrates that esotericism often transcends Sunni and Shī‘ite confessional particularity. There was no better person than Lenny Lewisohn to put it together, a specialist and insider to the Sufi and esoteric traditions who is sorely missed in the field. This publication is a wonderful legacy, as well as a reminder of what we have lost.’


Sajjad H. Rizvi, Professor of Islamic Intellectual History,
University of Exeter


‘A remarkable collection of beautifully and clearly translated texts from the Islamic esoteric tradition, rendered with sensitivity and fluidity of expression from the original Arabic and Persian. In this work, published posthumously, Lewisohn demonstrates his nearly unparalleled mastery of Islamic esotericism and its literary expressions in both languages. The extensive introduction to the collection that he provides, as well as the helpful introductions to the selected authors and translated texts, allows the reader to appreciate the richness and diversity of this tradition, as well as the shared concepts, ideas and terminology – particularly as related to epistemology and various forms of spiritual knowing – that give a certain unity to this tradition across both time and geographic space. The twelve Muslim authors whose works were selected for the volume represent well-known pillars of the Islamic esoteric tradition and seem to have been carefully chosen to demonstrate the range of this tradition, not only across time and space, but also with respect to differing religious affiliations (Shī‘ite and Sunni) and different primary classifications as theologians and mystics. Bringing together in translation so many penetrating discussions about this essential topic from such a wide array of writers allows the reader to see the through lines, the genealogy and the discursive development of the conception of knowledge in the Islamic esoteric tradition and reveals the profound influence of earlier authors upon those writing in later centuries. The collection of excerpts, together with the author’s framing and introduction, validates his key argument that the Muslim esoteric tradition lies at the heart of all the Islamic religious sciences and should be rigorously studied as such. This volume will serve as a compelling introduction to any future study in this vein.’


Maria M. Dakake, Associate Professor of Religious Studies,
George Mason University
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INTRODUCTION


ESOTERIC TRADITIONS IN ISLAM


The birth and genesis of Islamic civilization in the first four centuries C.E. was shaped by many sources and currents of ideas. Some of these were indigenous, coming out of the collective encounter of the Muslims with the event of the Qur’ān and the charisma of the Prophet; whereas others emerged from the complex, pluralistic, cultural milieu that arose from the Arab military conquests of the first century. Consequently, two diverse currents of esoteric thought emerged within the promiscuous religious topography of the early Islamic Near East.


The first, being largely non-Islamic in inspiration, was fed from multiple source-springs in Late Antiquity1 including native Near Eastern and Semitic ‘paganism’ (such as the Sabaeans of Harrān, who survived for several centuries under Islam) and, especially, Christian doctrines of Gnosis2 (featuring the second-century Christian Gnostics Valentinus and Basilides amongst its most important thinkers, as the seminal studies of Hans Jonas and G.R.S. Mead teach us).3 They also include Alexandrian Gnosticism (found in the Hermetic Corpus), Gnostic-Manichaeism,4 Mandeanism,5 Mithraism,6 Taoism,7 as well as traditional Christian mystical theology (whether from the Persian Nestorian, Chaldeo-Persian,8 Byzantine Orthodox, or Monophysite denominations), Jewish theosophical speculations,9 as well as Zoroastrian,10 Hindu and even Central Asian Buddhist11 and Taoist12 mystical doctrines and writings.13


The second, more directly Islamic, current of esotericism appears in the theories of Muslim neo-Platonism (as, for instance, in the Rasā’īl of the Ikhwān al-Ṣafā), the (largely Sunni) Sufis and various esoteric Shī‘ite doctrines,14 both Twelver Shī‘ite and Ismā‘īlī.15 In fact, it was this universal prevalence of esotericism in early Near Eastern religious thought which effected the notorious differences and polemics between Sufi mystics, who interpreted the contents of the Qur’ānic revelation sapientially and intuitively and those ‘ulamā’ who relied exclusively on ratiocination and the legalistic doctrines of exoteric faith, thereafter causing the esoteric (bāṭin) – exoteric (ẓāhir) dichotomy to infiltrate most aspects of Islamic theology.16


Although there have been many investigations and interpretations of both the Islamic and non-Islamic sources of esotericism in recent scholarship (authors such as Louis Massignon, Tor Andrea, Fritz Meier, Alessandro Bausani, ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn Zarrīnkūb, S.H. Nasr, Shaul Shaked, Annemarie Schimmel, Henry Corbin and Roger Arnaldez may here be mentioned), little recognition has been given of the pervasive formative effect upon Islamic culture of that large and complex reservoir of ideas, attitudes and practices, which is termed the esoteric tradition. Yet there are few areas of Islamic intellectual and spiritual life which were not informed, in one way or another, by forms of thought which may be designated as ‘esoteric’. The same observation can be made with regard to the study of esotericism in medieval Europe, which had close historical connections with the Islamic traditions, and its contributions to the Renaissance and the rise of the Enlightenment.


In the context of Islamic Studies, ‘Esoteric traditions in Islam’ is perhaps best described as the mystico-gnostic dimension of theology-cum-theosophy and metaphysics-cum-mysticism better known as Islamic spirituality in English, ‘Irfān (‘mystical knowledge’) in Persian and ma‘rifa (‘gnosis’) and ‘ilm al-bāṭin (‘esoteric knowledge’, ‘sapience of the inner psyche’) in Arabic. In early Islamic thought, ‘esoteric knowledge’ or ‘ilm al-bāṭin comprised three basic motifs:




i)    Knowledge of ways to train the soul, being a psychic discipline attainable by a mystic through his own mental effort.


ii)  Knowledge acquired only through secrecy and initiation, through the private relation between master and disciple. This knowledge could be apprehended subjectively by an adept but not comprehended objectively by the non-adept, for “even if the uninitiated came across a work of esoteric truth, it would not, in principle, be intelligible to him, though he might mouth its words uncomprehendingly.” The esoteric knowledge was written in a coded language such that “if a work should fall into improper hands, its more delicate points would not be even half-understood; they have so written that the barriers imposed by nature were further reinforced by art.”17


iii) An interior wisdom or gnostic inference that enables the mystic to interpret the Qur’ān and the Sunna from within himself.18





The notion of ‘ilm al-bāṭin from its inception in Islam thus indicated in the first place a kind of understanding obtained through undergoing a difficult interior contemplative discipline; in the second place, a knowledge acquired by means of private initiation rather than conventional education; and thirdly, the acquisition of an interior illumination19 and understanding of the Qur’ān. In the history of Islam, at least down to the early twentieth century, this sort of knowledge was generally not considered marginal to the mainstream, normative tradition. On the contrary. It must be emphasized that during the Islamic medieval and late classical periods mystical experiences formed, as American historian Marshall Hodgson has pointed out, the “most popular” form of piety, which in turn constituted “a basis for social life.”20


Belief in the veracity of knowledge acquired through ‘visionary unveiling’ (kashf) and symbolic interpretation of the scripture, for instance, was common to intellectual thought in diverse walks of educated Muslim society; it was endorsed by philosophers, Sufis and theologians alike, regardless of sectarian persuasion.21 Describing the esoteric style in literature which developed in the medieval Islamic world following the death of Ghazālī (1111), Hodgson notes that “an indirect style” of “mytho-visional” writing, a type of literature aimed at the moral rather than scientific interpretation of experience, became widespread. Works of this genre attempted “a comprehensive vision of the totality of life; and unlike even the most comprehensive factional novel, do this by way not of imagined example but of direct, if symbolic and mythic, description of the world as a whole, or some sector of it.”




In Modern times, fascinated with the triumphs of our specialized natural sciences and with the subtle psychological observations of our novelists, there has been less call than once there was for such a genre. Hesiod and Genesis appear to many as merely historical curiosities. Writers like Boehme or Swedenborg attract us little and even Dante is commonly read now for merely lyric delight. And we scarcely know what to make of Yeats or Teilhard or Toynbee. But some of the most important works of prose of the Islamic Middle Periods were of a mythic-visional type, which tends to get misread and so miscomprehended and undervalued.22





From the eleventh century down to early modern times, such esoteric mythic-visional modes of expression enjoyed great popularity throughout Islamdom. Amongst philosophers, Sufis and Shī‘ites in particular, “a certain gradation and concealment of knowledge became normal.”23 Three sorts of lore were thus usually treated as esoteric: the metaphysics and natural sciences of the philosophers, the interpretations of the Qur’ān made by Shī‘ites and the personal disciplines, visions and speculations of the Sufis. Such privileged lore was out of reach to the Sharī‘a-minded ‘ulamā’, and “to be protected by being made artificially difficult of access.”24


To omit this esoteric lore from the purview of Islamic Studies simply because it appears to us today as outlandish or heterodox, and not to say something about beliefs in relation to their living experience furnishes an unbalanced picture of the Islamic intellectual tradition to say the least. The vast body of excluded knowledge known as ‘esoteric traditions in Islam’ have almost always been excluded from the curriculum of modern university faculties simply because the formal, so-called ‘empirical’ approach to learning which Academe endorses as ‘truth’ is uneasy with any type of knowledge which claims to be ‘inspired’. Needless to say, it does a great disservice to the cause of the advancement of the field of Islamic Studies to let this canon and corpus at the very centre of the Muslim intellectual tradition remain unexplored, unedited and untranslated. The contemporary discomfort of the academic community with the study of Islamic esotericism can, psychologically speaking, be interpreted as a thinly veiled sign of shame at our ignorance of this vast corpus, indicating how orientalists in particular and Western culture in general have been cut off from the real sources of the perennial wisdom of Islam. It is my hope that this anthology may make some slight contribution toward rectification of this bias.


It is hardly incidental that the same prejudice has prevailed regarding the study of Western esotericism, as Antoine Faivre – former Chair and Professor of “History of Esoteric and Mystical Currents in Modern and Contemporary Europe” at the Sorbonne in Paris – reveals:




Vast areas of our Western cultural history, obscured a priori by theological or epistemological positions, were deliberately omitted, abandoned to the curiosity of eccentrics or even cranks and to capricious handling, which only increased the distrust of serious, albeit somewhat prejudiced investigators and established thinkers vis-à-vis this peripheral domain. The distrust is so pervasive that many scholars are still wondering what esotericism is or whether it truly merits study.25





Professor Faivre highlights the existence of a “confusion” provoked by “an inquisitorial spirit between esotericism and religious marginality.” Esoteric currents, he protests, cannot “except by intellectual dishonesty, be defined as by nature marginal to the churches.”26 Yet, due to the unfortunate bias of our modern secular mentality, only the most exoteric mode of rational thinking is presumed to constitute the correct and ‘orthodox’ type of apprehension and perception, even when it comes to affairs of the spirit and religious experience. Academic prejudice still continues to dictate that “the status of esoteric currents cannot be defined except as a function of their relationships to the dominant religions.”27


From Faivre’s remarks it is easy to see why both defining and examining the corpus of esoteric traditions in Islam is also so difficult. First of all, as regards definition, one immediately is made aware that a neat division and separation of the ‘esoteric’ from other related categories in Islamic thought is impossible, for mystical inspiration interpenetrates the gnostic mode of expression in most types of ‘irfān, just as visionary consciousness infiltrates metaphysical thinking in numerous schools of falsafa.28 An esoteric mode of thought permeates not only the entire body of Muslim Neo-Platonic writings; for example, the works of Shihāb al-Dīn Suhrawardī (d. 587/1191) and the whole Ishrāqī school (the “Platonists of Persia” as Henry Corbin called them), from Seljuk down to Safavid times, but also the writings of the great Persian and Arabic Sufi mystical masters and poets, from Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj (d. 304/922) to Niẓāmī (d. 598/1202), from Ibn Fāriḍ (d. 633/1235) to Rūmī (d. 672/1273), were ‘esoteric’. Although much of the doctrines of the texts in this anthology relate to mytho-visional thought and mystical experiences, it should be stressed that such modes of apprehension were, to reiterate Marshall Hodgson’s observations cited above, socially well respected and culturally highly popular in medieval Islam.29 Furthermore, belief in the veracity of knowledge acquired through ‘visionary unveiling’ (kashf) was an assumption common to intellectual thought throughout diverse walks of educated society – shared by philosophers, Sufis and theologians alike during the same period.30


A brief examination of the etymology of the word ‘esoteric’ in the Western spiritual tradition31 following the researches of Antoine Faivre here, will help us sketch the lineaments and expose the foundations of the study of Islamic esotericism. Faivre points out that ‘esotericism’ has never been a precise term and from the outset of its study, the term “has begun to overflow its boundaries on all sides.”32 Examining the word, one finds that ‘Eso’ means ‘inside’ and ‘ter’ implies opposition, and that “the adjective appeared long before the noun, which dates only from the beginning of the nineteenth century.”33 The Greek word esōteros means ‘inner’, its etymology referring to an “interiorism” which implies “an entry into the self through a special knowledge or gnosis, in order to attain a form of enlightenment and individual salvation.”34


Bāṭinīyya, the term that most closely corresponds to our ‘esotericists’ evokes a similar imprecision in the field of Islamic Studies. The term refers to those who profess to be introspective in their exegesis of the Qur’ān, who claim access to an esoteric sense underlying the literal meaning of the Scripture (it was thus the name given in medieval Islam to the Ismā‘īlīyya, for example, to whom the literal scripture was all a cryptic allegory), an epithet applied more or less to anyone else who interpreted the Qur’ān on purely symbolical grounds while rejecting its literal meaning.35 Although there is no reason to believe that the Greek term esōteros ever directly influenced the development of doctrines which came to be associated with its sister-term bāṭin in Islam, there is much evidence that considerable intellectual fraternity between the two modes of thought does exist. And even from the doctrinal point of view, some contiguity between bāṭin and esōteros is not wholly unlikely.36


In fact, many parallelisms between the two terms’ conceptualization in Muslim and Christian civilizations do exist. Faivre thus delineates the three basic meanings of Western esotericism as follows:




i) Etymologically considered, the main connotation of ‘esotericism’ is that of a secret lore through which “we can access understanding of a symbol, myth, or reality only by a personal effort of progressive elucidation through several successive levels, i.e. by a form of hermeneutics.”37


ii)  The actual subject matter of esotericism, its ‘knowledge’ “concerns the relationships that unite us to God or to the divine world and may also include a knowledge of the mysteries inherent to God himself (in which case it is, strictly speaking, theosophy). To learn these relationships, the individual must enter, or ‘descend’, into himself by means of an initiatory process, progressing along a path that is hierarchically structured by a series of intermediaries.”38 Other concomitants of esotericism are that the initiate usually must have access to an initiator, a master who can regenerate his consciousness and reconnect him with the sacred realm and vouchsafe to him an experience of the esoteric knowledge which is best described as ‘gnosis’.


iii) In a more general sense, it implies “a type of knowledge, emanating from a spiritual center to be attained after transcending the prescribed ways and techniques – quite diverse considering the schools or the currents – that can lead to it. This spiritual locus, this higher level of ‘knowledge’ would overarch all particular traditions and initiations, which are only so many means of access. It is identical to all who achieve it; experience of its attainment is the proof or guarantee of the ‘transcendent unity of religions’. Let us note also that in this context, ‘esotericism’ means as much the ways that lead to this ‘center’ as the ‘center’ itself. Esotericists who speak of esotericism in this second sense tend, just like mystics, to maintain a discourse marked by subjectivity.”39





All three connotations, interestingly enough, correspond quite closely to the three above-designated meanings of ‘ilm al-bāṭin in Islamic thought, suggesting the probable intellectual contiguity of the terminology of the two fields, and that the identity of bāṭinīyya with ‘esotericists’ and al-bāṭin with ‘esotericism’ is more or less methodologically sound. With this comparative background in mind, it will be somewhat easier to outline the contours of Islamic esotericism.


In his study of the development of early Shī‘ism, Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi points out that the dominant form of philosophical speculation during the first few centuries of Islamic civilization among the Shī‘ites was precisely of an ‘esoteric’ type, noting that “the original Imamite doctrine, presented through the words of the imams and registered by the first compilers, of which Ibn Bābūye represents the last great name, was clearly of ‘heterodox’ esoteric and mystical – indeed, even magical and occult – character.”40 In other words, mysticism and esotericism – what Amir-Moezzi calls “esoteric non-rational Imamism”41 – dominated the first three and half centuries of Shī‘ite thought.42 Discussing “esotericism and rationalization,” he underlines that it was only from the time of the Occultation – that is, from the middle of the fourth/tenth century when under the influence of Mu‘tazilite rationalism, and to defend itself against it by means of an apologetic theology – that Shī‘ism took on a rationalistic character. From the time of the minor occultation onwards occurred what Amir-Moezzi refers to as “a progressive silencing” of the original esoteric mystical theology of early Shī‘ism.43 However, as Farhad Daftary in a number of groundbreaking works has demonstrated, much of this early Shī‘ite esoteric tradition survived within the confines of Ismā‘īlī thought in the form of a theosophical esotericism44 refined into a creed and consolidated into a religious doctrine, which is the reason why Ismā‘īlism represents, as Henry Corbin pointed out many decades ago, “the most significant recurrence of gnosis in Islam”45 being “à l’avant-garde de la métaphysique et de la gnose en Islam.”46


While this very important esoteric – Ismā‘īlī – tradition is present, nurtured within the bosom of Shī‘ism, in Islam, if one considers the public expression of both the institutional forms and initiatory rites of most of what constitutes the ‘interior life’ in Islam, the most visible form of Islamic esotericism occurs in Sufism (taṣawwuf) and its Orders (silsila-yi ṭarīqat). Yet, while Sufism is indeed “the common element in both Sunnism and Shiism,” to cite Henry Corbin once again: “taṣawwuf does not constitute the entire mystical spirituality in Islam.”47 Rather, Sufism and Shī‘ism, more often than not, historically paralleled and mutually influenced each other, partaking of many of the same key doctrines (sainthood: wilāyat and similar notions of an esoteric hierarchy, in particular).48 Although delineation of the precise historical and doctrinal relationship between the two movements is beyond the scope of this introduction, it is clear theosophists within both movements often shared a common vocabulary of esoteric technical terms with not entirely dissimilar meanings, as many of the texts translated here reveal.


This commonly shared lexicon of technical terms brings us to one of the fundamental premises underlying the compilation of the present anthology: that the category of the esoteric (bāṭin) itself, comprising the gnosis (ma‘rifat), the basic interior knowledge or ‘ilm al-bāṭin of any given field of Muslim science, resides within the bosom of nearly all Islamic theology, philosophy and gnosis. ‘Esotericism’, depending on one’s methodology, can be approached both through (1) the outsider’s academic perspective as a separate field of study within Islamic Studies, or through (2) the insider’s perspective advocated by the Muslim gnostics (‘urafā’) who generally understood the bāṭin to constitute the essential ‘common ground’ of all Islamic fields of knowledge, falsafah, whether ishrāqī or peripatetic, and kalām, as well as all ‘irfān, ḥikmat and taṣawwuf itself.49 The following diagram illustrates the two perspectives:
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The great Safavid theologian and mystical philosopher Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn al-‘Āmilī (d. 1030–1/1621) probably gave the best synopsis of the ‘gnostics’ perspective’ in Islam that apprehends the ubiquity of the esoteric vision shared in common by so many Muslim philosophers, theologians and Sufis, in his celebrated stanza:




The sages and the men of analytic intellect


Use postulations of their reason in the quest


For you; one mad with love, the wandering fool


Seeks you beyond tradition and religion too,


And yet, this garden’s heady blossom who


Can scent? For each the tongue of praise is different:


The dove croons country tunes, the nightingale serenades.50




Approached externally as a field of academic study, Islam’s esoteric traditions embrace epistemologically various types of gnostic lore defined by a vast lexicon of technical terms. These include not only obvious terms indicating the hidden nature of the field such as ‘gnosis’ (ma‘rifat), ‘esoteric knowledge’ (‘ilm al-bāṭin), ‘occult science’ (‘ilm al-ghayb),51 ‘revelation’ (ilhām), ‘faith born of heart-conviction’ (īmān az taṣdīq), ‘visionary unveiling’ (kashf), ‘mystical unveiling’/‘spiritual illumination’ (ishrāq), ‘illuminative theophany’ (tajallī, maẓhar) and ‘esoteric hermeneutical exegesis’ (ta’wīl) – but many other terms drawn from fields as far apart as Alchemy, Pseudo-Empedoclean and Pythagorean doctrine,52 Hermetic philosophy, Neo-Platonism and Zoroastrian Mazdaism.53


An examination of the historical origins and linguistic development of some of the key esoteric terms in the Qur’ān, ḥadīth and other Islamic sources (Sufism in particular) has been already undertaken by a number of scholars including Louis Massignon,54 Henry Corbin,55 Paul Nwiya,56 and more recently, by Michael Sells57 and John Renard.58 The present anthology serves not only – hopefully – to complement the research works of the foregoing authors, but aspires to something else as well: to present the common ground of esoteric thought and terminology and show the unity of perspective among Muslim spirituals. In this respect, the project of the present anthology dovetails the task enunciated in the prologue and inaugurated by Corbin in his Spiritual Body and Celestial Earth: From Mazdean Iran to Shī‘ite Iran.59


THE AUTHORS AND TRANSLATED TEXTS


Although the texts translated in this anthology are arranged in a chronological order, stretching from the mid-eleventh to the late nineteenth centuries, neither the linear progression of the texts nor what scholars call ‘history of ideas’ has been my primary concern. Rather, independent of the horizontal line of historical causation, the aim of this anthology, following the phenomenological approach of Henry Corbin, has been to expose the presence of a vertical, metahistorical commonality of ideas across sectarian boundaries and philosophical schools.60


Although linguistically the anthology is divided into (i) seven selections translated from the Persian, and (ii) four selections translated from the Arabic,61 the difference between these two tongues is not of real consequence to any of the theological and theosophical arguments adduced therein. I believe the authors’ choice of language in the selections was largely of incidental significance, unrelated to either the substantial tenor, aesthetic purpose or philosophical content of the subjects discussed, ultimately a matter of personal taste relating to an individual writer’s preferred linguistic vehicle of expression. Some of the selections are a melange of Arabic and Persian; others, in Persian being fully lilted with a top-heavy Arabic vocabulary (Maḥmūd Kāshānī, Lāhījī), while a few written in Arabic by authors who were equally good stylists in Persian (Ghazālī, Mullā Ṣadrā). In expressing internal matters of faith, choice of language is thus largely of marginal significance; as the Persian poet Sanā’ī put it:




If Arabic held the custody of God’s Canon Law


Then Abu Lahab the Damned I declare is moon and sun!


If Abu Lahab came from the holy land of Yathrib,


So what? He had no heart for prayer or rites divine.


Salman came from Iran, but how he careened


Full tilt on the feet of faith! The Spirit’s life


Lies in reason, in knowledge and sapience;


The Spirit cares not a whit whether the tongue


you speak be Persian or Arabic.62





The philosophical persuasions and religious affiliations of the authors divide themselves into the following three groupings:




i)  Shī‘ite philosopher-mystic (Ḥakīm): Ḥaydar Āmulī, Mullā Ṣadrā, ‘Abd al-Razzāq Lāhījī, Hadī Sabziwārī


ii)   Sunni Sufi: Bukhārī, Maybudī, ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadhānī, Ibn ‘Arabī, ‘Izz al-Dīn Maḥmūd Kāshānī


iii)  Sunni Sufi philosopher: Ghazālī, Ṣā’īn al-Dīn Turkah Iṣfahānī





As is evident from this tripartite division, a third of the selection comprise Shī‘ite authors while two-thirds constitute Sunnis. Furthermore, all the authors in the last two categories stand squarely within the Sufi esoteric tradition. But denominations are deceptive if not misleading in the realm of Islamic esotericism. As we shall see, the discourse of ‘ilm al-bāṭin appears in many of our authors as a kind of language of the Spirit, which literally transports them outside their respective sectarian affiliations. Their statements concerning kashf, shuhūd, ta’wīl, etc., are often much better understood as statements of a kind of timeless Islamic prisca theologia than as pronouncements of learned doctors and clerics made to curry the favour of church or state, or as epiphenomenal ‘intellectual influences’ evoked by the constant perusal of texts and tracts of the great masters.


Due to reasons of size and space, the anthology has inevitably been forced to limit the scope of its contents and in the process omitted a large number of good authors and reputable works from its purview. There is no doubt that the founder of the School of Oriental Theosophy or Illuminationism, Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā Suhrawardī (Shaykh al-ishrāq, d. 587/1191), deserved to be featured in these pages, insofar as his school is one of the most obvious examples of Islamic esotericism, the ecumenical scope of which has effected a renaissance in Iranian philosophical thought in recent decades.63 In the modern West, since the monumental edition of his collected Arabic and Persian works by Henry Corbin and S.H. Nasr, the study of Suhrawardī has itself blossomed to form a separate sub-field of studies in Islamic philosophy, featuring many prominent scholars numbering among its chief authorities, including the likes of such as John Walbridge, Hossein Ziai, Hermann Landolt, Mehdi Aminrazavi and Mehdi Hairi Yazdi.64 Suhrawardī’s works include not only Aurorial Philosophy (Ḥikmat al-ishrāq),65 his opus major, but also a number of important Arabic and Persian works, a full account of which is already given in a number of well-known sources.66 Being the most significant Platonic philosopher in medieval Islam, as well as a kind of irregular Sufi mystic, whose writings were highly influential on the intellectual development of the Neo-Platonist thinkers of the School of Isfahan, it was originally planned that at least one selection from the Master of Oriental Wisdom’s writings should be featured in this anthology.


Yet, it should be emphasized that this anthology makes no pretensions to be a general history or comprehensive survey of Islamic esotericism. What has been attempted is merely to sketch out the contours of some of the salient currents, ideas and works in this field, research on which is still in its infancy. The range of the selections in this anthology is extremely wide both chronologically and geographically, together covering nearly a millennium, and featuring works from eleven different authors who flourished in Persia, Central Asia and Asia Minor from the early eleventh to the late nineteenth centuries – the first author being Mustamlī Bukhārī (d. 434/1042–43) and the last Hadī Sabziwārī (d. 1289/1873). The chronological scope of the collection thus stretches from the late classical period (eleventh-century Khurāsān) down to early modern times (nineteenth-century Qājār Iran).


Contentwise, this volume is primarily devoted to texts on gnosis and esoteric knowledge (ma‘rifa). Its twelve chapters treat topics such as knowledge (‘ilm), revelation (waḥy), inspiration (ilhām), wisdom (ḥikmat), visionary disclosure or mystical unveiling (kashf), spiritual illumination (ishrāq) and illuminative theophany (tajallī, maẓhar). Each chapter features an introduction of varying length about the author, his life, works and thought, along with a discussion of his mystical persuasion (mashrab), sectarian affiliation (madhhab) and philosophical school (maktab), followed by an analytical synopsis of the translated text. All the chapters are fully annotated, Qur’ān and ḥadīth references being provided, with extensive notes on technical terms, proper names and relevant historical and theological references also furnished. The various texts translated here it is hoped will serve as a small first step in demonstrating that there does exist, in the first place a distinct universe of the bāṭin in Islam, and in the second, that there is more unity than divisiveness within this universe.


In this context, it should be emphasized that the bāṭin has always constituted the interior ‘core’ part of the intellectual and spiritual life in Islam.67 As S.H. Nasr points out, “gnosis has played a more central role in the Islamic tradition than it has in the West.”68 It is due to this centrality of gnosis in Islam that Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, Islam’s most celebrated mystical theologian, made it the key element in his theology, referring to the science of disclosure (‘ilm al-mukāshafa) as the sole means by which one can “gain knowledge of the meaning of prophecy and the prophet, and of the meaning of revelation (al-waḥy).”69


Although probably not adverse to the academic approach found in this anthology, the gnostics themselves of course taught that the esoteric can only be accessed through a variety of contemplative disciplines and spiritual methods: practice of forms of prayer, observance, meditation, etc. In this respect, Ghazālī’s statement below typifies the views of all the authors given here:




Another characteristic of the learned man is that he devotes the greatest part of his attention to esoteric knowledge, the observation (murāqabah) of the heart, the path of the hereafter and how to journey thereon, as well as to an abiding faith in finding that path through self-mortification (mujāhadah) and observation. For self-mortification leads to contemplation (mushāhada) and through the intricate details of the sciences of the heart fountains of wisdom gush forth. Books and formal education are of little help in this field because the wisdom which passes all understanding is achieved only through self-mortification, observation and watching, the active fulfilment of outward and inward duties, coming before God (julūs) in solitude (khalwah) and bringing the heart before His presence (ḥudūr) through pure reflection (fikr) and sole devotion to Him. This is the key of illumination (ilhām) and the fountainhead of revelation (kashf). For while many a student has persisted in his studies but was unable to go beyond the words he had heard, many have confined their attention in their studies to what was important and were active in works, and bent on observation of their hearts; consequently God has blessed them with wisdom which passes all understanding … And had it not been for the fact that the enlightenment of the heart of him who has a heart with the inner light determines the exoteric knowledge (‘ilm al-ẓāhir) the Prophet would not have said, “Consult thy heart whenever they should recommend something to thee and give thee a dispensation [to do it].” … Many are the subtle meanings of the Qur’ān which dawn upon the hearts of those who have devoted themselves to invocation (dhikr) and reflection (fikr), but are not found in the books of commentary and remain unknown to the best commentators.70





However, understanding the science of disclosure and viewing things from the “gnostic perspective” described by Ghazālī here (and outlined in the diagram cited a few pages back) has never been accessible to all and sundry. S.H. Nasr underlines that “esotericism is that inward dimension of tradition which addresses the inner man, ho esö anthröpos of Saint Paul. It is hidden because of its very nature and accessible to only the few because in this stage of human history only the few remain aware of the inner dimensions of their nature; the rest live on the periphery of the circle of their own existence, oblivious to the Center which is connected by the esoteric dimension of tradition to the circumference or periphery.”71


In the phenomenological school of comparative religion, the primacy of self-verificatory subject-centricism (that can be viewed as an intellectual reprise to kashf-i taḥqīqī, the Sufi notion of self-verification by visionary knowledge) in the study of religion is thus axiomatic.72 John Baillie, for instance, maintains that religion can only justly be estimated “from within.”73 Therefore, the science of religion is




… defective simply because it has tried to be a natural science and has essayed to treat the faith of mankind as so much dead matter, to be understood not by introspective insight but by internal inspection and comparison. But the truth is that, regarded from this point of view, the religious experience of mankind is the merest chaos of kaleidoscopic forms; and that only by regarding it from within, and through the glass of experience itself, can either meaning or order be discerned in it.74





A musical analogy is often used to illustrate the condition of someone not attuned to the Sacred. Just as the study of music may yield a purely theoretic and mathematical unity of notes to someone who is musically insensitive, such that neither its aesthetic beauty or auditory harmony will be apprehended, likewise, for one who approaches religion from without, ‘information’ and ‘facts’ are readily available, religious meaning will always remain elusive.75 Again, S.H. Nasr points out:




To carry out the study of other religions in depth requires a penetration into the depth of one’s own being and an interiorizing and penetrating intelligence which is already imbued with the sacred. Ecumenism if correctly understood must be an esoteric activity if it is to avoid becoming the instrument for simple relativization and further secularizaton.76





Today, religious experience is largely understood as a reality pertaining to the social, intellectual or ethical dimensions of faith and, as a consequence, a “narrowing of the frontiers of religion has occurred.” “Personal religious experience, particularly that involving ‘altered states of consciousness’,” as Eric Sharpe observes, “is disdained as a self-indulgent flight from ‘reality’. Intellectual reflection is permissible only to the extent that it addresses the ethical question: otherwise it is ‘irrelevant’. The social forms of religion are wherever possible reshaped into pressure groups, and where this proves impossible, they are condemned as ‘ghettos’. ‘God’s frozen people’, ‘the comfortable pew’ and the like, and abandoned for more responsive organizations.”77


The current embarrassment of both the public and the academic community with the study of Islamic esotericism thus reflects the general disdain for the esoteric that has prevailed for over a century now in the West. As R.P. Blackmoor put it, when writing about the poetry of W.B. Yeats in 1936, “Fatalism, Christianity, and magic are none of them disciplines to which many minds can consciously appeal today. The supernatural is simply not part of our mental furniture.”78 So we can see how in today’s Academe certain inherent prejudices derived from our secular, largely laicizated conception of religion tend to unconsciously tarnish any serious empirical investigation of the mystical and occult dimensions of religion and provoke a virtual ‘esoteric-phobia’ in the student.


The conscientious scholar must therefore avoid all reductionist presuppositions about the main categories of esoteric thinking in Islam (as in ‘nothing but’ explanations confined to purely socio-political or theological-juridical categories of thought), maintaining a rigorous detachment from all the usual monolithic categories of Islamic Studies; that is, reject as unscientific the intellectually pious but false platitude that juxtaposes a normative Exoteric-cum-‘orthodox’ to a non-normative Esoteric-cum-‘heterodox’ Islamic tradition.79 Similarly, stereotypical neo-Marxist interpretations of mystical experience – as characteristic of men suffering from a state of social alienation – are to be approached sceptically. In short, the serious student must be wary of any a priori presumptions which hold that esoteric ‘rites of initiation’, mystical ‘unveiling’/‘spiritual illumination’ (kashf, ishrāq), beliefs in an invisible mystical hierarchy (abdāl, imām, insān al-kāmil, quṭb, etc.), or illuminative modes of theophany (tajallī, maẓhar), etc., are in anyway ‘abnormal’ or alien to the Muslim religious life.


Here, it is well to point to an important paradox that lies within the motifs of secrecy, initiation and knowledge communicable only by means of code and symbol that typifies esotericism in all the world’s major religious traditions.80 Although the initiated adept lays claim to a novel and original vision that is only subjectively verifiable on the basis of a personally realized intuitional discovery (through kashf and taḥqīq), at the same time he asserts his experience to be completely in congruence with a previous spiritual ‘tradition’ and in accordance with the primordial revelation of scripture. His or her esoteric vision is thus ‘original’ and ‘traditional’ at once. This is probably what Sufyān al-Thawrī meant when he quipped: “If on some mountaintop somewhere there were a single person of understanding, he would constitute the Muslim Community.” That is also why the crass sociology which measures a religion’s vibrancy through statistical analysis of numbers of ‘believers’ and surveys its practices by ethnographical mapping of “performances” of ceremonies, rites and rituals, will remain forever excluded from gaining any insight into this field.81


Below, I have provided an extended survey of the two theosophical notions: (i) Hermeneutics and the Language of Symbolism, and (ii) Esoteric Knowledge and Gnosis (ma‘rifat) that are featured amongst every type and denomination of author translated here; notions which are composed of basically similar common – or perhaps better said, similar uncommon – components. While there was certainly much polarity and opposition in the realm of exoteric religious doctrine and dogmatic theology between these groups, we find more common ground than difference in their theosophies, technical mystical terminology, ethical doctrines, their spiritual methods and psychologies. In other words, within the realm of the esoteric or bāṭin they constitute a unified community: a communio sanctorum in the sphere of wilāya: theirs is an ever-continuing school of love, a sacred temenos.


ESOTERIC KNOWLEDGE AND GNOSIS (MA‘RIFAT)




The worship of God (‘ibādat) is nothing but gnosis (ma‘rifat) of Him.


Rūzbihān Baqlī (d. 606/1210)82


“What,” it well be Questioned, “When the Sun rises, do you not see A round disk of fire somewhat like a Guinea?” O no, no, I see an Innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying “Holy, Holy, Holy Is the Lord God Almighty.” I question not my Corporeal or Vegetative Eye any more than I would Question a Window concerning A Sight. I look thro’ it and not with it.


William Blake83


For in truth there has been a great destruction of hopes in the West, and there is no telling where this will end. Its most alarming symptom is the pious agnosticism that is paralyzing excellent minds and inspiring them with a panic terror before everything with the suspect aroma of “gnosis.”


Henry Corbin84


There was a gnosis in Christianity; there has been one, and perhaps there still is, in Islam – and perhaps it may yet provide for an unforeseeable spiritual encounter between Orient and Occident. For gnosis itself, in all its manifold forms and variants, also deserves to be called a Weltreligion.


Henry Corbin85





We must be grateful for several excellent studies that have explained the significance, place and historical development of ma‘rifa (gnosis) in Islamic esotericism, thanks to which a thorough study of the history and conceptualization of the term in Muslim mystico-epistemological thought need not detain us here.86 Furthermore, since ma‘rifa and its sister terms ‘ilm and kashf comprise central subjects of this anthology, the diverse meanings of these terms (and others related thereto), are exhaustively analysed throughout nearly all its chapters and their introductions, which the reader may access there.


A number of recent scholars (Roger Arnaldez,87 John Renard,88 William Chittick,89 Alexander Trieger90) have argued that the term ‘gnosis’ should not be used to translate ma‘rifa, despite the fact that this term is a traditional translation employed by a number of scholars in the field for nearly a century now, including the likes of E. Blochet,91 R.A. Nicholson,92 A.J. Arberry,93 Paul Nywia,94 Louis Massignon,95 Titus Burckhardt,96 Henry Corbin,97 Carl Ernst98 and Reza Shah-Kazemi,99 etc. Accordingly, I have favoured the latter more commonsense term – which is, incidentally, the majority view. The term ‘gnosis’ may have been abused, but the context of its proper use is explained in extenso by our authors below.


In the present anthology, the term ma‘rifa, which denotes an experimental spiritual knowledge or esoteric sapience infused into the soul, thus has usually been rendered as gnosis, but occasionally also as gnostic sapience or esoteric knowledge depending on author, text or context; in certain places, it has been translated as inspired knowledge or mystical knowledge as well. In this respect, Antoine Faivre, taking a cue from Henry Corbin, underlines the contiguity of meaning obtained between the Greek term gnösis and Islamic mystical knowledge or ma‘rifa:




The Greek word gnösis, as also the related Sanskrit jñāna, means both ‘learning’ and ‘sapiential wisdom’, a double meaning that it tends to lose in late Greek thought and patristic Christianity. Its root, which also appears in the word genesis, in fact implies both learning and coming into being … By giving birth to us – or rather rebirth – gnosis unifies and liberates us. To know is to be liberated. It is not enough to know symbols and dogmas in a merely external fashion; one must be engendered by them. Gnosis is thus not mere knowledge; between believing and knowing there is the knowledge of interior vision proper to the mundus imaginalis. These various types of knowledge have been clearly distinguished within Islamic gnosis as intellectual knowledge (‘aql), knowledge of traditional facts that are the object of faith (naql), and knowledge through inner vision or intuitive revelation (kashf). It is this last that opens up the world of the imaginal.100





The doctrine of kashf is the fundamental principle of gnosis understood by all authors in this anthology. In Arabic, kashf literally means ‘rending the veil’ and is best translated by the French dévoilement,101 signifies “obtaining consciousness of invisible spiritual conceptions or ideas and matters relating to divine ‘truths’ by means of interior vision (shuhūd) and presential intellectual vision (ḥuḍūr);”102 also connoting “discovery, interior revelation, visionary perception, divination by the active imagination, in a word, all that is described by the word hierognosis, whose contact is the esoteric, the hidden, the supersensible, … [and whose apprehension is by] intuitive perception and theosophical intuition.”103 As shall be seen, Abū Bakr al-Kalābādhī, Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadhānī,104 Ibn ‘Arabī, ‘Izz al-Dīn Maḥmūd Kāshānī, Sayyid Ḥaydar Āmulī, Mullā Ṣadrā, ‘Abd al-Razzāq Lāhījī and Hādī Sabziwārī all endorsed similar doctrines of gnosis and visionary unveiling with very little distinction in their mystical theologies. Sabziwārī, the leading philosopher of nineteenth-century Persia, went so far as to even pronounce visionary unveiling (kashf) to be the “fundamental principle” of all Islamic ḥikmat philosophy.105


Professor Faivre in the above quotation is thus entirely correct to interpret ma‘rifa as the first fruits of intuitive revelation (kashf) and to equate this Muslim mystical intuitive vision with Greek gnösis. Abū Bakr al-Kalābādhī, the first author translated in the anthology below, in this sense describes ma‘rifa as leading to exactly the same sort of ‘liberation’ that is a key characteristic of gnösis in Greek thought. The mystic, asserts Kalābādhī, must undergo a process of gradual character development by way of spiritual discipline, acquainting himself with the vices of the soul (‘ilm āfāt al-nafs), knowledge of which then endows him with an understanding “the science of theosophia or esoteric sapience (ḥikmah).” After this,




The soul perseveres in adhering to what has been prescribed for it, so that it learns good breeding and manners and becomes schooled in theomorphic ethics (ādāb Allāh), reining in its members and guarding its limbs and all its senses, then it becomes easy for a person to amend its character, and reform the soul’s exterior so that it is no longer preoccupied with its own affairs, thus shunning and turning away from this world. Thereafter such a person is able to watch over his stray thoughts and purify his innermost consciousness. And this is what constitutes the science of gnosis (‘ilm al-ma‘rifat).106





Nearly a century and a half before Kalābādhī, Dhū’l-Nūn al-Miṣrī (d. 246/861): “the man who, more than any other, deserves to be entitled the founder of theosophical Ṣúfism,”107 and who had advanced the first systematic teaching concerning the mystical states and spiritual stations (aḥwāl u maqāmāt), provided some of the first statements about ma‘rifa in which he distinguished it from academic knowledge or ‘ilm. In the following saying we can see the experiential content of ma‘rifa reflected:




The Sufi is one whose conversation expresses the realities of the mystical state he experiences. Unless he is actually it, he says nothing; while when he falls silent, his conduct bears witness to his state, attesting to his severance of all attachments.108





Perhaps the most famous of early Persian Sufis, his contemporary Bāyazīd (or Abū Yazīd) Bisṭāmī, d. 234/848 or 261/875), was widely famed as the ‘King of the Gnostics’ (Sulṭān al-‘ārifīn), renowned for his ecstatic sayings and extraordinary spiritual discourses that are unsurpassed in depth and intensity by Sufis of either preceding or succeeding generations.109 Bāyazīd’s notion of esoteric knowledge is inextricably tied to his conception of mystical annihilation or fanā’, of which doctrine he is usually considered to be the founder.110 He was once asked, “When does a man know that he has attained the reality of gnosis (ḥaqīqat-i ma‘rifat)?” He replied, “Whenever he becomes annihilated under the omniscience of God and becomes eternally subsistent upon the wide expanse of God, without any self or creature. In this wise, he is a perishable being (fānī) who is eternal (bāqī), an eternal being who is perishable, a dead person who’s living, a living person who is dead, a veiled person who is visibly exposed, and a clearly revealed being who is hidden from sight.”111


In all such cases, ma‘rifa involves an inspired state of mind;112 that is, it expresses exactly the kind of sapience that the Sanskrit jñāna and the Greek gnōsis, as Faivre asserted above, denote. The locus of ma‘rifa, however, is in the heart, not the brain or head, as Ghazālī states (maḥall ma‘rifat Allāh, Pers. maḥall-i ma‘rifat-i khudā).113 In his Risālat Ladunīyya, translated in chapter two below, Ghazālī propounds that “the heart possesses its own organ of vision (oculus cordis) just like the body, so that just as the ocular eye beholds outward things, the intellectual eye (‘ayn al-‘aql) perceives inward things, the esoteric spiritual realities (al-ḥaqā’iq).” In Sufism, most of whose key terms are of Qur’ānic inspiration and origin, spiritual intelligence is always located in the heart, not the head.114


As with the Greek word gnōsis, in Sufism, ma‘rifa from its earliest usage has also been spoken of as comprising esoteric knowledge inspired by a certain state of soul; it is a condition of being as much as a species of knowledge.115 According to Ghazālī, gnosis (ma‘rifat) can only be obtained by means of the Sufi practices of remembrance of God and contemplation (al-dhikr wa’l-fikr) and abstaining from all but God Almighty.116 Sufis thus discriminated between ‘ilm-i kasbī and ‘ilm al-ilhām: acquired and divinely infused knowledge, and asserted the latter to be superior to the former.117 A succinct summary of the difference between these two types of knowledge, that is, academic ratiocination vs. mystical gnosis, or exoteric vs. esoteric knowledge, occurs in Rūmī’s Mathnawī: Intelligence (‘aql) is of two types: the first is academic that you learn when a boy at school. Your mind comes to excel others through books and teachers, reflection and memorization, and by learning fine and novel ideas and sciences, although you are burdened down by the intellectual powers of retention that this requires. In the rotundas and pathways of the Academe, you become known as being a ‘walking book’ with a record memory. However, one who transcends this becomes a slate of knowledge that is divinely preserved.


This other type of intelligence is a gift of God, a fountain that springs up within the soul. When that water of knowledge spurts from the breast, it never becomes stagnant, old or stale. If its channel becomes closed off, don’t grieve, for it continues to gush out of the house every moment.


Academic intelligence is just a drain-pipe that runs from the house into the street, which when the conduit of its water supply is blocked, becomes useless: you must then seek the fountain from within yourself.118


As Rūmī explains, left to itself, human academic intelligence can do nothing but acquire, retain, co-ordinate and perfect the second-hand materials with which it has been supplied by the senses and imagination, Rūmī informs us. The privilege of discovery of novel truths and bringing to light (istikhrāj) the unknown belongs only to the gnostics (‘urafā’) who have reached the ultimate source of knowledge through kashf and become organs of the Universal Mind, for all sciences, arts and crafts derive ultimately from divine revelation.119


The second type of divinely bestowed intelligence, which is a product of visionary unveiling (kashf), the inspired sage of Konya calls the “Intellect of the Intellect” or “Supreme Intellect” (‘aql-i ‘aql) or “Universal Intellect” (‘aql-i kull). This esoteric level of understanding is contrasted with the dry shell of academic reason (qishr-i ‘aql) that blackens the pages of books but leaves the heart devoid of illumination.120 Identical with ‘particular reason’ (‘aql-i juzwī) and ‘worldly reason’ (‘aql-i ma‘āsh), the latter sort of intelligence corresponds to the discursive reason of the natural philosophers. And only by spiritual practice and discipline can the supreme level of the Universal intellect be realized.121


In near identical terms, Ibn ‘Arabī affirms in one of the texts from the Futūḥāt translated below:




For the Sufis (al-qawm), gnosis (ma‘rifat) is a practical path, a methodical way (of spiritual practice) (maḥajja), and thus gnosis involves every kind of knowledge that may be obtained through spiritual practice (‘amal), god-fearing piety (taqwā), and through faring the (Sufi) path of ethical conduct (sulūk), since it is been obtained through visionary unveiling experientially verified and personally realized (kashf muḥaqqiq), to which no doubts or misgivings penetrate.





Similarly, Ḥaydar Āmulī (782/1380) asserts (in the extract translated below in chapter VIII) that anyone who seeks the knowledge of the divinely infused sciences (al-‘ulūm al-ilāhī al-ladunī) “must engage in ascetic discipline (al-riyāḍat), practise bouts of solitary isolation (al-khalwat) and spiritual warfare (al-mujāhadat). He should strive to totally focus his attention on God, practise voluntary death (al-mawt al-irādī) and aspire to mystical annihilation (fanā’ al-‘irfānī) which will lead him to eternal life (al-baqā’ al-abadī).”122


The earliest Sufi theorists such as Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj (d. 378/988),123 Ḥujwīrī (d. 463/1071) and Abū’l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1074) advocated the strict separation of ‘ilm (traditional ‘scientific’ discursive knowledge) from ma‘rifa, viewing the former as secular and general to ordinary theologians, and the latter as particular to the Sufis who are adepts in contemplative practices and spiritual vision.124 We find this same strict division between ‘ilm and ma‘rifa reiterated by Ḥaydar Āmulī (782/1380) in chapter VIII below.125


However, this terminological distinction is seldom water-tight and for many of the authors in this anthology their difference is negligible, so that they largely categorize the varieties of esoteric knowledge as species of ‘ilm. In chapter four for instance, Rashīd al-Dīn Maybudī (d. 520/1126) explains the difference between three main types of knowledge in Islam as being the academic-homiletic (‘ilm-i ta‘līmī), logical-circumstantial (‘ilm-i istidlālī), and the divinely infused esoteric (‘ilm-i ladunī). He then elaborates the ten different branches of Islamic learning as being the science of divine Unity (‘ilm-i tawḥīd), the science of jurisprudence (‘ilm-i fiqh), the science of preaching and the academic sermon (‘ilm-i wa‘ẓ), the science of interpretation (of dreams and visions) (‘ilm-i ta‘bīr), the science of medicine (‘ilm-i ṭibb), the science of astronomy (‘ilm-i nujūm), the science of scholastic theology (‘ilm-i kalām), the science of earning a livelihood (‘ilm-i ma‘āsh), the science of philosophy (‘ilm-i ḥikmat) and the science of divine Reality (‘ilm-i ḥaqīqat). In none of these passages is the word ma‘rifa used at all.


Likewise, in chapter VII, we find Izz al-Dīn Maḥmūd Kāshānī (d. 735/1334) elaborating the tripartite division of “esoteric or divinely infused knowledge (‘ilm-i ladunī),” subdivided into: divine revelation (waḥy), inspiration (ilhām) and cardiognosy (firāsa), in which esoteric knowledge is defined as a species of ‘ilm, not ma‘rifa; it is ‘ilm that is, so to speak, gnostic and mystical by implication. Yet elsewhere in the same book, Kāshānī speaks of ma‘rifa as gnosis in a similar language.126


In two out of the four selections translated below from his Futūḥāt, we find Ibn ‘Arabī utilizing the term ‘ilm, not ma‘rifa, in fact, to refer to gnosis. In the first (basing himself on Qur’ān LVIII:11), he distinguishes between two ways of acquiring knowledge of God: that obtained by “visionary unveiling (al-kashf), the knowledge of which is intuitively self-evident (‘ilm ḍarūrī),” and “the way of reflection and demonstration by logical methods of reasoning and argumentation (ṭarīq al-fikr wa’l-istidlāl bi’l-burhān al-‘aqlī).” In the second selection, he describes the three types of sciences – (i) rational science (‘ilm al-‘aql), (ii) the science of mystical states (‘ilm al-aḥwāl) and (iii) the sciences of mysteries (‘ulūm al-asrār) – making references to third type of mystical knowledge as ‘ilm. In neither of these passages is there any reference to ma‘rifa at all.


In the third selection, however, which is devoted to “the Station of Gnosis (maqām al-ma‘rifa)” and the one endowed with it who is named the “gnostic (al-‘ārif),” he explicitly devotes himself to expounding the meaning of ma‘rifa. Yet he refuses to take a stand in this terminological debate, and considers the divergence of views among scholars and mystics on the usage of ‘ilm and ma‘rifa merely a matter of individual taste. Their differences of opinion on this matter are superficial, “insofar as what they denote as ‘knowledge,’ we interpret to be ‘gnosis,’ and what they designate as ‘gnosis’ we interpret as ‘knowledge.’ So our disagreement is merely verbal.’


Several of our authors, including Kāshānī and ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī, make gnosis conditional upon following a Sufi teacher or the Prophet Muḥammad (or both). Although ultimately, all knowledge – even that derived from the Sufi master or from the Prophet Muḥammad – is self-knowledge, since all knowledge depends, epistemologically speaking, on self-awareness and consciousness,127 it is incumbent that one recognize the role of the spiritual hierarchy in matters of gnosis. ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt best expresses this paradox as follows:




Once a man attains a spiritual station (maqām) in which he becomes intoxicated by the wine of gnosis (sharāb-i ma‘rifat), so that he realizes the farthest degree of intoxication and the ultimate limit of his ‘soul’ (khwud), the soul of Muḥammad (nafs-i Muḥammad) is manifested to him, for [as the verse attests], “There has come to you a messenger from amongst yourselves.”128 All the days of his life then become like a garment whose embroidery is the “delight and peace of one who witnesses it.” This must needs a fortune above and beyond which no higher fortune exists. Whoever obtains self-knowledge, realizing gnosis of his own soul (ma‘rifat-i nafs-i khwud) also obtains knowledge and gnosis of Muḥammad’s soul. Whosoever gains gnosis of the soul of Muḥammad sets the foot of his aspiration upon gnosis of the Divine Essence (ma‘rifat-i dhāt Allāh). This is the meaning of (the Prophet’s saying) “Whoever has seen me, has seen God,”129 for whoever does not have self-knowledge or gnosis of himself does not have knowledge of Muḥammad, so how can he ever become a knower, a gnostic of God?130





Here, prophetology is the fons et origo of epistemology, and gnosis a species of the genus of prophecy. Kāshānī affirms exactly the same idea (using, however, ‘ilm in lieu of ma‘rifa) as well: “By knowledge (‘ilm) is meant a light derived from the Niche of Prophecy (mishkāt-i nubuwwat) that shines within the heart of the faithful devotee, by means of which he finds the way to God, or to a godly deed or to a divine precept.” Kāshānī emphasizes the centrality of the Prophet in the acquisition of gnosis in this passage:




Know that the origin (maṣdar) and source (mansha’) of all the sciences (‘ulūm) is the Divine Presence. Now, the first source-spring from which the pre-eternal divine knowledge showered its grace was the pure heart of Muḥammad, whose pure prophetic soul, by means of a divine purification and purgation, had been purged of the murky blemishes of passional desire and the infirmities of nature … And from the enlightened heart and pure soul of the Prophet flowed all the grace of the sciences (‘ulūm), mystical states (aḥwāl) and all the ethics (akhlāq) and [performance of] meritorious deeds (a‘māl) into the hearts and souls of the rest of the Muslim community (ummat) … Every scintillation of light not derived from the Lamp of his Prophethood (nubuwwat) cannot in reality be called ‘knowledge’ (‘ilm), for the sciences (‘ulūm) of all the learned scholars (‘ulamā’) are but a drop of water derived from the grace of his knowledge.





Likewise, acquisition of gnosis depends upon keeping the company (ṣuḥbat) of a spiritual master (pīr, murshid). As ‘Ayn al-Quḍat relates in an autobiographical passage in his earliest extant composition, it was only due to his encounter with his master Aḥmad Ghazālī that his eye of inner vision itself was opened.131


Another important related matter of concern to the mystics in this anthology is the notion of the spiritual hierarchy of adepts that determines their degree of knowledge and gnostic realization. The idea of the esoteric hierarchy of the cosmos, although omnipresent throughout all schools of Islamic esotericism, has not really been the subject of any major study, although a number of good studies of theories of individual figures can be found.132 The texts by Ṣā’īn al-Dīn Turkah Iṣfahānī (d. 830/1427) and ‘Abd al-Razzāq Lāhījī (d. 1072/1661–2) translated in this anthology are largely devoted to delineating the hierarchy of spiritual adepts and the hierarchical classification of modes of gnosis.


Ṣā’īn al-Dīn Turkah proposes a sevenfold classification of adepts who are differentiated by their increasingly refined degrees of esoteric sapience. The first three groups are exotericists (ahl-i ẓāhir) and the last four esoteric adepts (ahl-i bāṭin) belong to four respective schools: (1) Oriental Theosophers or Illuminationists (ishrāqiyān), (2) realized adepts in Sufism (muḥaqqiqān-i ṣūfīyya), (3) hermeneuts of the Qur’ān (Ramz-khwānān-i ḥurūf-i Qur’ānī) and lastly, (4) adepts in Qur’ānic Arithmomancy (jafr). Each school specializes in a different type of esoteric knowledge; each possesses a degree of insight and understanding higher than the adept inhabiting the degree immediately inferior.


As has been shown below in the introduction to the selections from ‘Abd al-Razzāq Lāhījī’s (d. 1072/1661–2) Gawhar al-murād, this Persian Shī‘ite gnostic was indebted to the conception of the spiritual hierarchy of adepts outlined by Sunni Sufi Judge Ṣā’in al-Dīn Turkah Iṣfahānī. Both Lāhījī and Ṣā’īn al-Dīn Turkah spoke of complementary exoteric and esoteric ways and wayfarers to God; both maintained the two ways are distinguished in their exoteric approaches, as well as their conceptions of the esoteric via mystica. For Lāhījī, Sufism was one among the two ‘esoteric ways’ in the tradition of Islamic theosophia (ḥikmat), the other being illuminationism (ishrāq). The two exoteric ways are Peripatetic Philosophy (mashshā) and Scholastic Theology (kalām). Pursuit of the esoteric way, states Lāhījī, demands divine revelation, direction and guidance of a prophet, unlike the exoteric way, for the prophet has not been ordained to guide people “on the exoteric path and the way of logical demonstration (rāh-i ẓāhir u istidlāl).”


Lastly, almost all works on mystical epistemology in Islam in general, and in this anthology in particular situate gnosis (ma‘rifa) at the supreme level of the sciences of realization of divine Unity (tawḥīd). Qushayrī in his celebrated Al-Risāla fī ‘ilm al-taṣawwuf thus explains how the three stages of mystical visionary knowledge (muḥāḍara → mukāshafa → mushāhada) culminate in ma‘rifa as follows:




First comes presential vision (muḥāḍara), then contemplative unveiling (mukāshafa), then contemplation itself (mushāhada). The first [presential vision] is the presence of the heart (ḥuḍūr al-qalb) while it is dependent on the continuation of demonstrations (tawātur al-burḥān), and though the heart is still veiled, it is present through the overwhelming presence of the power to divine invocation (sulṭān al-dhikr). Then comes contemplative unveiling, which is the presence of the heart with greater clarity … Then comes contemplation, which is the presence of God without a shadow of doubt. The adept in presential vision is restricted [in his contemplation] to the signs of God; the adept in contemplative unveiling experiences spiritual expansion through God’s attributes, whereas [the knowledge of] the adept in contemplation is inspired by the divine Essence. The adept in presential vision is directed by his intelligence (‘aql); the adept in contemplative unveiling experiences proximity to God through his knowledge (‘ilm); and the adept in contemplation is annihilated in his gnosis (ma‘rifat).133





Ultimately, through gnosis alone that one can find salvation, whether in this world or the Next. ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt incites his reader:




My cherished friend! Edify yourself through gnosis of your self, for gnosis in this world is the seed (which sprouts up into) the Visio Dei hereafter. What have you heard? I say: whoever possesses gnosis (ma‘rifat) today will perceive the divine Vision (ru’yat) tomorrow … Eternal felicity is inextricably tied to human self-knowledge: every person’s portion of felicity will be in the same measure as his or her self-knowledge or gnosis of self (ma‘rifat-i khwud).





The Persian poet Ḥāfiẓ, a poet for whom gnosis held a special place,134 being famed as “the Tongue of the Invisible (Lisān al-ghayb) and the Interpreter of Mysteries (tarjumān al-asrār),”135 expressed this truth in the following verse:




Seek to gain the jewel of gnostic sapience;


– Seize that for yourself and carry it away.


Others shall be heirs of silver, gold and lucre.136






HERMENEUTICS AND THE LANGUAGE OF
SYMBOLISM IN ISLAMIC ESOTERICISM




These are only hints and guesses,


Hints followed by guesses; and the rest


Is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action.


T.S. Eliot (The Four Quartets)





Looking at the first selection of the anthology, one of the most fascinating aspects of Mustamlī Bukhārī’s (d. 434/1042–43) commentary is his discussion (see parts V-VI in chapter I below) of the mystical “science of symbolic allusions” (‘ilm al-ishārāt), traditionally classified amongst the “esoteric sciences” (‘ulūm-i bāṭin) of the Sufis.137 Although symbolist discourse is, as Abū Bakr Kalābadhī (d. 380/990, whose text is the subject of Bukhārī’s commentary) states, a “specialist science” reserved for the Sufis,138 the language and literature of anagogy, allegory and symbolism in Islam was far from being their exclusive prerogative or preserve. Philosophers such as Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/1037) and Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā Suhrawardī in fact elaborated important facets of their thought through visionary recitals that utilized allegorical-symbolical tales full of enigmatic ciphers (ramz) to convey important philosophical truths.139 It might be said that the science of symbolic allusions played the same role in mystical hermeneutics (whether of scripture or poetry) in Islam as negative theology played in the Muslim scholastic philosophy (Kalām).


Symbolic discourse was also a highly developed feature of classical Persian Sufi erotic poetry,140 whence ‘Aṭṭār of Nishapur (d. c.627/1229) reminds us:




Love’s discourse is all symbolic allusion (ishārat);


Love’s not confined by borrowed tropes.141





Sufis such as ‘Aṭṭār understood that the world invisible could be best beheld “by types, shadows, and metaphors” because, as John Bunyan put it:




The prophets used much by metaphors


To set forth truth; yea, who so considers


Christ, his Apostles too, shall plainly see,


That truths to this day in such mantles be.


Am I afraid to say that Holy Writ


Which for its style and phrase puts down all wit,


Is everywhere so full of all these things


(Dark figures, allegories), yet there springs


From that same book that lustre and those rays


Of light that turns our darkest nights to days.142





It is exactly for this reason that ‘Izz al-Dīn Maḥmūd Kāshānī (d. 735/1334), a major selection of whose work is also translated in this anthology, points out that “no one can speak about knowledge of the Spirit (ma‘rifat-i rūḥ) in mere descriptive expressions (‘ibārat); it can only be spoken of in a language of allusion (zabān-i ishārat), as the adage goes: ‘For the free man a single hint suffices (Al-ḥurr yakfiyihi al-ishārat).’”143 All the great Persian poets, and so many of the thinkers featured in this anthology, knew this particular maxim by heart,144 and used it to express their views on the ineffable realities of metaphysical speculation.145 Kāshānī’s contemporary, the poet Ḥāfiẓ (d. 791/1389) had summed it up in his celebrated verse,




The lesson visionaries inculcate


Consists of just one hint (ishārat):


That hint I’ve said and won’t repeat it.146





Kāshānī’s contrast between symbolist discourse and literalist expression, between the science of subtle mystical intimations and explicit literal statements (‘ibāra), in Islamic esotericism goes at least as far back to Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765), who taught that there were four levels of interpretation of the Scripture, beginning with literal expressions (‘ibāra), advancing to symbolic allusions (ishāra), to spiritual subtleties (laṭā’if) and finally ascending to esoteric truths and realities of the Spirit (ḥaqā’iq). In al-Ṣādiq’s hermeneutics, as Paul Nwyia comments in his monograph on esoteric Qur’ānic exegesis, “each of these levels of interpretation was accompanied by the revelation of a proportionate interior illumination within the devotee, and out of this encounter between his mystical experience and the text was generated a new language, the mystical language.”147 This was not too different from the theory of the fourfold allegorical senses of the Christian scriptures that had been devised centuries earlier by Church Fathers, who divided their hermeneutics into literal, allegorical, moral and anagogical levels, with the significant difference that in Sufi teaching the expression and understanding of the final, anagogical sense (more or less corresponding to the level of ishāra) was viewed as dependent upon direct mystical experience (kashf, shuhūd).


Furthermore, the Sufi theorists of symbolism, unlike many of the Christian mystical theologians, such as Thomas Aquinas,148 did not finesse the difference between the esoteric symbolical senses found in sacred scripture and those present in profane poetry. Both scripture and poetry were potentially held to harbour higher meanings; in fact, Sufi poetry came to be considered to be an expression of the language of allusion par excellence. Major chapters of treatises on samā‘, such as the Bawāriq al-ilmā‘ by Aḥmad b. Muḥammad al-Ṭūsī149 and even an entire book of The Revivification of the Sciences of Religion by Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī150 came to be composed – elucidating the proper method of listening to and comprehending the hidden mysteries within poetry and becoming attuned to its symbolic correspondences and mystical references. According to certain authors, listening to poetry was considered to be even more conducive to rapture than hearkening to recitation of the Qur’ān, due to the liturgical limitations of its prearranged system of cantillation.151


Underlying the philosophy of symbolic allusions propounded by Kalābādhī and Bukhārī was the distinction between three different modes of communion between God and man, respectively designated by the Sufis as inspiration (ilhām), symbolic allusion (ishārat) and the divine word (kalām). The first (ilhām) is defined as “God’s summons addressed to the heart, through intuited by sapiential ‘taste’ (dhawq), but is not accompanied by conscious discrimination.” The second degree (of symbolic allusion) “is a divine address intuited by means of sapiential ‘taste’ (dhawq), apprehended with conscious discrimination, but through a coded symbol (ramz) that is indirectly and only implicitly expressed.” The knowledge and science of symbolic allusions (‘ilm al-ishārat) can only be apprehended through the subtle organ of the heart (‘ayn al-qalb).152 The ultimate degree, that of the divine word, is a “divine address intuited by means of sapiential ‘taste’ (dhawq), apprehended with conscious discrimination, clearly and directly communicated.”153


Likewise, (within the second degree) there are two types of symbolic allusion: of God and of man. As Rūzbihān Baqlī (d. 606/1210) – an author central to the Sufi esoteric tradition but omitted from this anthology only for lack of space – explained: the first is from the gnostic to the divine Object of Knowledge (‘ārif bi-ma‘rūf) and the second from the divine Object to the gnostic (ma‘rūf bi‘ārif). The former type of allusion is merely delusion, albeit divinely inspired: it is “God’s deceit unto the soul (makr-i Ḥaqq bi-nafs).” The latter type has its own dangers as well because “when the gnostic becomes preoccupied with these dark communications he will fall into associating others with God (shirk) and heresy (kufr).”154 For this reason Bukhārī underlines that “symbolic allusions must be made directly through God,” that is, there must be no interference from the ego, otherwise one falls into the heresy of anthropomorphism (tashbīh). One cannot reach God either through a thought or a symbolic allusion starting from oneself: one must start from God Who Himself communicates Himself symbolically.155 Hence, Bukhārī takes care to stress that the “divine locution” addressed to the innermost-heart-consciousness (sirr) of the mystic, if understood in its deepest sense, “is not God’s own allusion, although its deeper interior signification does indeed point to God.”


Mustamlī Bukhārī also emphasizes Islamic sciences, particularly the science of social transactions (‘ilm-i mu‘āmalāt) and that knowledge of symbolic allusions depends on having a thorough background in the other science of theosophia or esoteric sapience (‘ilm-i ḥikmah). It is necessary that the mystic be well grounded in different varieties of knowledge (‘ilm), that the interior consciousness of her heart purified and in ascetic struggle (ṣidq-i mujāhidat) she be adept, since whoever “occupies himself with the science of symbolic allusions while not having learned the other sciences, will fall into error and make mistakes.” One recalls Ḥāfiẓ’s famous quip in this context:


When you hear the words of the heart-specialists,


Don’t say they’re wrong. As an assessor of words,


You’re not a good judge, my dear; that’s where the error is.156


And because the science of symbolic allusions is the supreme science, Mustamlī Bukhārī deduces that its knower – “the true Sufi – is one who in reality is the most learned person of his day and age.”


In Ibn ‘Arabī’s theosophy, the ability to decode the esoteric senses of the Scripture and understand the multivalence of its allusions – the ishāra which the mystic finds within himself – is what fundamentally sets the exoteric Sharī‘a-oriented jurist at odds with the Sufi adept. When divine grace vouchsafes to the mystic a revelation of the hierarchy of inner senses within the sacred text, the envy of the exoteric authorities who lack (and thus reject) such knowledge is aroused; consequently, he asserted, “no one is more onerous and troublesome for the Sufis than the exoteric scholars (‘ulamā al-rasūm).”157 To protect themselves from such literalists congenitally insensible to all higher allegorical interpretations, the language of the heart, that is, of symbolic allusions, has been established.158 If a novice enters among the Sufis for the first time, while knowing nothing of these allusions, Ibn ‘Arabī explains that he seems automatically to become “attuned” to all the meanings of their technical terms. Those terms and allusions are apprehended spontaneously just as poetry is appreciated by the poetically minded: imbibed through the faculty of heart-savour (dhawq). Contrary to all the other sciences that are learned methodically through study and memorization of their technical terms, for the Sufi novice God immediately “opens the eye of his understanding and he takes form his Lord at the beginning of his sapiential spiritual savour, even though he had no news of the terminology they were using … Then this sincere seeker understands everything they are talking about, as if he had established the technical terms. He shares with them in their conversation and does not find that strange within himself. On the contrary, he finds it all a self-evident knowledge which he is unable to repel. He does not know how he gained it. But the one who comes from the outside, in all the other groups, never finds this unless someone has first acquainted him with the terms.”159


In the first selection below (chap. I), Bukhārī explains that symbolic allusions are manifestations of affectional states of mystical consciousness known as aḥwāl: they represent the adept’s attempt at indicating (ishāra bi) the ineffable states of his heart, states incomprehensible to anyone who has not experienced them. Hence, Bukhārī informs us, these allusions transcend “literal representation, qualification and finite limitation, such that anyone might be able to describe, designate, qualify or determine its meaning according to some limited, literalistic definition.” As for the actual content of ishārāt, Paul Nwyia’s observation160 that the basic polarity between ibāra and ishāra is not like the opposition of realistic language to symbolical language, but rather more like the opposition of communicable types of expression (explicit literal definitions of an idea, for instance) to incommunicable and ineffable modes of discourse (implicit meanings within bars of music, for instance), clarifies that they belong to the Islamic discourse of apophasis.161


Stressing the inspired nature of symbolic allusions, Bukhārī informs us that they are constantly in transit and flux, since they have been generated from flashes of “revelation and ravishing, revealing and stealing,” that is, born of instants of contemplative awareness and vision. This is, of course, what poets the world over have held to be true regarding the language of imagination as well. Referring to the same idea, the nineteenth-century ‘Transcendentalist’ philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “the quality of the imagination is to flow and not to freeze. The poet did not stop at the colour, or the form, but read the meaning; neither may he rest in this meaning … For all symbols are fluxional; all language is vehicular and transitive and is good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, not as farms and houses are, for homestead.”162


Mystics and poets throughout the world have complained that, in John Donne’s words, “Language thou are too narrow”163 and the sentiment that REALITY is an expanse too constricted for words leads naturally to a symbolist mentality in which polysemy is a basic assumption in all forms of linguistic expression. According to Bukhārī’s theory, the secret source and ultimate significance of all vocalized speech is symbolic speech (ishāra). All outward thoughts are actually derivative reflections of the esoteric intentions of the conscience and heart; hence: “outer verbal expressions (‘ibārat) are but the effect of the inner language of symbolic allusion (ishārat), just as one’s outer physical activity is but the effect of inner thoughts and reflections.” Words here take on multiple meanings.164 “Symbolic allusion” is thus not only the natural linguistic expression of the Sufi mystical experience, but the central ontological fact of both language and being.165


Ultimately, the only way to approach the language of the heart, upon which Kalābādhī and Bukhārī’s theory of ishārāt is based, is to recapture the language of analogy whose terms establish relations of an imaginal character, within a transcendent, immaterial hierarchy of being that is considered today by our contemporary rationalist mentality to be a completely fanciful and vacuous delusion.166 Hence, we need to recreate the universe of reference – the theological spiritual and intellectual contexts of the esotericism upon which such thought is based. In the lexicon of criticism, this is called “the anagogic phase” of literary symbolism. Northrop Fyre’s classic analysis of this level of symbolism here merits citation:




In the anagogic phase, literature imitates the total dream of man, and so imitates the thought of a human mind which is at the circumference and not at the center of its reality … When we pass into anagogy, nature becomes, not the container, but the thing contained, and the archetypal universal symbols, the city, the garden, the quest, the marriage, are no longer desirable forms that man constructs inside nature, but are themselves the forms of nature. Nature is now inside the mind of an infinite man who builds his cities out of the Milky Way … The form of literature most deeply influenced by the anagogic phase is the scripture or apocalyptic revelation. The god, whether traditional deity, glorified hero, or apotheosized poet, is the central image that poetry uses in trying to convey the sense of unlimited power in a humanized form.167





Thus, when Bukhārī affirms that “symbolic allusions must be made directly through God, not acquired and learned (by human means),” he means exactly what Plato in the Ion calls the inspiration of the Muses which come to poets who write directly from the imagination, what great poets such as Shelley and Blake meant when they said that their poems were not written “by labour or study.”168 It is for this reason that poetry became the major vehicle for Sufi ideas in later Islamic thought, for the anagogic mode of understanding as Fyre put it “is to be discovered chiefly in the more uninhibited utterances of the poets themselves.”169
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