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  INTRODUCTION




  Born in Spain in 1165, Ibn ‘Arabi is at once the most influential and the most controversial Muslim thinker to appear over the past nine

  hundred years. The Sufi tradition looks back upon him as “the greatest master” (ash-shaykh al-akbar), by which is meant that he was the foremost expositor of its teachings.

  Modern scholarship is rightly skeptical about grandiose titles, but there is plenty of evidence to suggest that this specific title is not out of line. On the quantitative side, Ibn

  ‘Arabi’s massive al-Futuhat al-makkiyya (“The Meccan Openings”) provides more text than most prolific authors wrote in a lifetime. Manuscripts of several hundred

  other works are scattered in libraries, and scores of books and treatises have been published.




  But “greatness” is not to be judged by bigness, so we clearly need to look at the contents of all those pages. Probably no one has ever read everything Ibn ‘Arabi wrote, and

  few specialists would even claim to have read the whole Futuhat. Even so, “reading” is one thing, “understanding” something else. Ibn ‘Arabi has always been

  considered one of the most difficult of authors. This is due to many factors, not least extraordinary erudition, consistently high level of discourse, constantly shifting perspectives, and

  diversity of styles. Thorough analysis and explication of a single page of the Futuhat demands many pages of Arabic text, and the task becomes much more challenging when it is a question

  of translation into a Western language.




  One might suspect that Ibn ‘Arabi’s works are difficult because he wrote unnecessarily complicated rehashes of earlier works. In fact, we are dealing with an approach to Islamic

  learning that is remarkably original, so much so that he has no real predecessor. Certainly, there were important authors during the previous century who also expressed Sufi teachings with

  theoretical sophistication, but compared even to the greatest of these, such as Ghazali, Ibn ‘Arabi represents a radical break.




  Ghazali speaks for much of the early Sufi tradition when he tells us that “unveiling” – that is, the unmediated knowledge that God bestows on his special friends – should

  not be set down in books (though he does not always follow his own advice). Ibn ‘Arabi sweeps this prohibition aside and spreads out the fruit of unveiling for all to see. It should not be

  imagined, however, that in setting down his “unveilings, witnessings, and tastings” Ibn ‘Arabi is simply providing tantalizing glimpses of the spiritual realm in the manner of a

  mystic visionary.




  One might get the impression that Ibn ‘Arabi was primarily a “mystic” by reading Stephen Hirtenstein’s excellent introduction to his exterior and interior life, The

  Unlimited Mercifier: The Spiritual Life and Thought of Ibn ‘Arabi. Hirtenstein translates a good percentage of the autobiographical passages from Ibn ‘Arabi’s studied works,

  and many of these speak of visions and unveilings. In fact, however, the vast majority of his writings are argued out with a rational precision that puts him into the mainstream of Islamic

  scholarship.




  After his death in 1240, Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings quickly spread throughout the Islamic world, and they kept on spreading wherever Islam went, from Black Africa and the Balkans to

  Indonesia and China. The reason for this spread was certainly not that the masters of the various forms of rational discourse that shaped the Muslim elite were overawed by his mystical credentials.

  Quite the contrary, they were convinced by the soundness of his arguments and the breadth of his learning. They paid attention to him because he offered powerful proofs, drawn from the whole

  repertoire of Islamic knowledge, to demonstrate the correctness of his views. Many of these scholars adopted his basic perspectives and a good deal of his terminology, and many also criticized some

  of his teachings or made sweeping condemnations. But no reputable scholar could simply ignore him.




  Ibn ‘Arabi’s doctrines and perspectives did not have the limited, elite audience that one might expect. They also seeped down into the nooks and crannies of Islamic culture. This

  happened in many ways, not least through the widespread reach of the Sufi orders, which played important roles in shaping society all over the Islamic world. Several of the orders claimed him as

  one of their intellectual and spiritual forebears.




  Ibn ‘Arabi’s popularity among the Sufis should not be understood to mean that he was widely read by them. In fact, the vast majority were not scholars and did not have the requisite

  training to study his writings. Generally, however, those with an intellectual calling, who often ended up as guides and teachers, spoke a language that was largely fashioned by him and his

  immediate followers.




  Ibn ‘Arabi’s influence also spread through the enormously popular poetry of languages like Persian, Turkish, and Urdu. Many of the great poets were trained in Sufi learning and

  employed concepts and perspectives drawn from his school of thought.




  Partly because of his pervasive influence and widespread name recognition, Ibn ‘Arabi came to be targeted by reformers and modernists from the second half of the nineteenth century. He

  specifically and Sufism generally were chosen as convenient emblems for every shortcoming of traditional Islamic society. More recently, interest in his writings has made a remarkable comeback

  throughout the Islamic world, especially among young people disillusioned with the various forms of modern ideology, “fundamentalism” being the latest of these.




  Many of the early Orientalists dismissed Ibn ‘Arabi as incoherent. Later work, especially the groundbreaking studies of Henry Corbin and Toshihiko Izutsu, gave him academic respectability.

  Whatever scholars may think of the contents of his writings, no one can deny that he represents a watershed in Islamic history and a major determining force in the course of later Islamic

  civilization.




  Those who still believe in the civilizing mission of the West and the supremacy of scientific rationality over all other forms of knowledge may think that Ibn ‘Arabi’s pervasive

  influence on premodern Islamic culture is sufficient proof against him. Others may find him a refreshing voice, offering perspectives that throw light on the human situation in any time and any

  place.




  IBN ‘ARABI’S LIFE




  For those unfamiliar with Ibn ‘Arabi’s biography, let me provide a thumbnail sketch: Arabic texts commonly call him Ibn al-‘Arabi (with the definite article).

  He often signs his works Abu Abd Allah Muhammad ibn al-‘Arabi at-Ta’i al-Hatimi. He came to be called Muhyi ad-Din, “The Revivifier of the Religion.” He was born in 1165 in

  Murcia in Andalusia (Spain). His father ‘Ali was apparently employed by Muhammad ibn Sa‘id ibn Mardanish, the ruler of the city. In 1172 Murcia was conquered by the Almohad dynasty, and

  ‘Ali took his family to Seville, where again he was taken into government service. Ibn ‘Arabi was raised in the environs of the court, and recent research shows that he underwent

  military training. He was employed as a secretary by the governor of Seville and married a girl named Maryam from an influential family.




  Ibn ‘Arabi received no unusual religious education as a child, and he tells us that he spent much of his time with his friends in pastimes and gaiety. In his early teens, however, he was

  overcome by a spiritual call that quickly led to a vision of God. He tells us that everything he subsequently said and wrote was “the differentiation of the universal reality comprised by

  that look” (F. II 548.14). In this early period he had a number of visions of Jesus, whom he calls his first guide on the path to God.




  Ibn ‘Arabi’s father told his friend, the philosopher and judge Averroes, about the change in his son. According to Ibn ‘Arabi’s account, Averroes requested a meeting. The

  exchange that took place, which has been recounted in several studies of Ibn ‘Arabi, particularly that of Corbin, highlights the wide gulf that Ibn ‘Arabi perceived between the formal

  knowledge of rational thinkers and the unveiling of those whom he calls the “gnostics” (‘arifun), those who have true insight into the nature of things.




  Once Ibn ‘Arabi underwent his initial conversion to Sufism, he dedicated his life to the spiritual path. An ambiguous passage in the Futuhat has been interpreted to mean that he

  did not enter formal Sufi training until he was nineteen, but the life-altering vision and the meeting with Averroes had certainly taken place several years’ earlier, “before his beard

  had sprouted.” Eventually he studied with many Sufi shaykhs (two of his accounts of these have been translated by Ralph Austin in Sufis of Andalusia). He also studied with numerous

  masters of other Islamic sciences. In one document, he mentions the names of seventy teachers in fields like Hadith (sayings of the Prophet), Qur’an recitation, Qur’an commentary, and

  jurisprudence.




  He left Spain for the first time when he was thirty, traveling to Tunis. In 1200, a vision instructed him to go to the East. In 1202 he performed the hajj and met, among others, Majd ad-Din

  Ishaq, a scholar from Malatya. He accompanied Majd ad-Din back to Anatolia. On the way, he stayed for a time in Mosul, where he was invested with an initiatory cloak by Ibn al-Jami’, who

  himself had received it from Khadir (Khizr), the undying spiritual guide who makes his first appearance in Islamic sources in the Quranic account of his mysterious meeting with Moses (Q. 18:

  65–82). Ibn ‘Arabi recounts a number of his own meetings with Khadir, and Henry Corbin has highlighted these in his foundational study. There is no basis, however, for Corbin’s

  suggestion that Khadir was Ibn ‘Arabi’s primary guide on the spiritual path.




  For some years Ibn ‘Arabi traveled from city to city in the regions of Turkey, Syria, and Egypt, and he again visited Mecca and Medina. In 1211–12 he was in Baghdad, perhaps

  accompanied by Majd ad-Din Ishaq, who had been sent there by Sultan Kay Ka’us I (1210–19) of Konya on a mission to the caliphal court. Ibn ‘Arabi was on good terms with this

  sultan and wrote him a letter of practical advice. He was also a companion of the ruler of Aleppo, al-Malik az-Zahir (1186–1218), a son of Saladin. Later on he was a teacher of the Ayyubid

  ruler of Damascus, Muzaffar ad-Din (d. 1238). His hobnobbing with royalty demonstrates two things: first, his own upbringing, since he would have been trained in all the right ways of speaking and

  acting demanded by high society; and second, the important role that scholars played as advisers, consultants, and even teachers to kings. His relations with royalty should also be sufficient

  evidence that his “mysticism” was no barrier to involvement in the social and political institutions of the time.




  According to some accounts, after Majd ad-Din’s death, Ibn ‘Arabi married his widow and raised his son, Sadr ad-Din Qunawi (d. 1274). Qunawi became Ibn ‘Arabi’s leading

  disciple, training many well-known scholars and leaving behind a number of important books. In 1223 Ibn ‘Arabi settled down permanently in Damascus, where he taught and wrote. A circle of

  disciples, including Qunawi, served him until his death in 1240. His major project during these years was the Futuhat, of which we have two recensions. But he was a prolific author, and

  Osman Yahia, in his comprehensive study of 850 works attributed to him, estimates that 700 are authentic and over 400 extant. Many of these works are short treatises, but many more are full-sized

  books. He is said to have begun a Qur’an commentary whose unfinished version was longer than the Futuhat, but no manuscripts are known to have survived. The most famous of his books

  are these three:




  Fusus al-hikam (“The Ringstones of the Wisdoms”). Over the centuries Ibn ‘Arabi’s students held this book in highest esteem and wrote well over one hundred

  commentaries on it. Basing himself largely on Quranic verses and hadiths, he shows how each of twenty-seven prophets from Adam down to Muhammad disclosed in his own person and prophetic career the

  wisdom implied by one of the divine attributes.




  Al-Futuhat al-makkiyya. This is a vast compendium of metaphysics, theology, cosmology, spiritual anthropology, psychology, and jurisprudence. Topics include the inner meanings of the

  Islamic rituals, the stations of travelers on the journey to God and in God, the nature of cosmic hierarchy, the spiritual and ontological meaning of the letters of the Arabic alphabet, the

  sciences embraced by each of the ninety-nine names of God, and the significance of the differing messages of various prophets.




  Tarjuman al-ashwaq (“The Interpreter of Yearnings”). This short collection of love poetry, the first of Ibn ‘Arabi’s works to be translated into English, was

  inspired by his meeting during his first pilgrimage to Mecca with Nizam, the beautiful and gifted daughter of a great scholar from Isfahan. He also wrote a long commentary on the poems to prove to

  one of his critics that they deal with spiritual truths and not profane love.




  

    * * *


  




  Novin Doostdar of Oneworld invited me to write a book on Ibn ‘Arabi’s life and works in the summer of 2000. Faced with the fine studies of Claude Addas – her long Quest for

  the Red Sulphur and the shorter Voyage of No Return – and Stephen Hirtenstein’s Unlimited Mercifier, I could not think of a fresh approach to his life, so I

  decided to stick to his teachings. I can console myself with the thought that this approach is more in keeping with the traditional way of dealing with him.




  Biography as we know it is a modern invention, and the fact that we think it important to know the details of people’s personal lives tells us more about ourselves than about them. Nothing

  like a thorough account of Ibn ‘Arabi’s life was available before the twentieth century. In the premodern Islamic world, it was enough to know that he was a great scholar, or a great

  saint, or a great heretic. Those who wanted to learn about him were not attracted by his life but by his ideas.




  I first thought of writing a comprehensive introduction to Ibn ‘Arabi’s worldview in the early eighties. When I finally gave up the attempt to keep the project down to reasonable

  size, I published The Sufi Path of Knowledge (1989), with the promise of a second, completing volume. When I finished the second volume, The Self-Disclosure of God (1998), I was

  forced to promise a third, which is currently in progress. If I ever finish the third, I will no doubt need to promise a fourth. I mention this to forestall the idea that I am trying here to offer

  an adequate introduction to Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings. The chapters are rather a series of forays into his way of looking at things.1 My goal is simply to introduce his thought

  to readers who have not been exposed to it, or to provide a refresher course for those who have.




  The first two chapters deal with the relation between Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings and his self-perception as Seal of the Muhammadan Saints and lover of God. Chapters three and four

  address the relationship between God and human beings in terms of love and remembrance. Five and six discuss the nature of knowledge, its role in human becoming, and the importance of correctly

  apprehending the phenomenal world. Seven and eight offer a few glimpses into the world of imagination, specifically its relation to the soul and death. The ninth and final chapter looks at the

  central role of divine mercy in the afterlife.
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  THE MUHAMMADAN INHERITANCE




  Ibn ‘Arabi’s followers often called him “the Seal of Muhammadan Sanctity” or, a bit more literally, “the Seal of

  Muhammadan Friendship.” It seems rather clear that he laid claim to such a rank, at least in some of his poetry. But what exactly would the expression have meant to him and to the tradition

  that he represents?




  The expression is derived from a title that the Qur’an gives to Muhammad, “the Seal of the Prophets.” This is typically understood to mean two things: first, that Muhammad was

  the last of the 124,000 prophets sent by God to the human race; and second, that the Qur’an, the revelation received by Muhammad, brings together and synthesizes all the knowledge given by

  God to all previous prophets.




  “Friendship” derives from the Quranic term “friend” (wali). This Arabic word has a range of meanings, any or all of which may be meant when it is used: friend,

  someone close, someone given authority, benefactor, protector. The Qur’an makes it one of God’s names, and it also speaks of God’s friends and the friends of Satan. The friends of

  God are those whom he has brought near to himself, those whom he protects, and those to whom, on the basis of their special closeness, he has given a certain authority and rulership, if only over

  their own egocentric tendencies.




  By the time of Ibn ‘Arabi, “friend” was a standard epithet for those Muslims of the past who had come close to embodying the model of human perfection established by Muhammad.

  Western scholars have commonly translated wali as “saint,” but this word should be used with caution, since it has specifically Christian connotations that do not necessarily

  apply in the Islamic context.




  The idea of friendship with God is a major theme in Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings. In brief, he follows the mainstream of the Islamic tradition by asserting that God chooses as his friends

  those who embody the best qualities of the human race. God’s friends are first and foremost the prophets. His revelations to the prophets then make it possible for others to become his

  friends as well. Each prophet is a source of guidance and a model of human goodness and perfection.




  Those who achieve the status of friendship with God by following a prophet may then be given an “inheritance” from that prophet. The inheritance has three basic dimensions: works, or

  proper and appropriate activities; states, or inner experiences that manifest noble character traits; and stations of knowledge, or firm rootedness in the true understanding of reality in its

  diverse modalities.




  INHERITANCE




  Ibn ‘Arabi considered the goal of religion to be the achievement of human perfection in the three modalities of works, states, and knowledge. He commonly calls those who

  achieve the goal “Perfect Man” (al-insan al-kamil), one of his best known technical terms. The word insan has no gender connotation, so in this context the English

  word “man” must be understood in the same way. The main scriptural source for the notion of human perfection mentions both men (rijal) and women (nisa’):

  Muhammad said, “Among men, many have reached perfection, and among women, Mary and Asiyah [the wife of Pharaoh].”




  The primary examples of those who achieved perfection are the prophets, beginning with Adam. They can be defined as those perfect human beings whom God created as paradigms for the human

  race.




  In many ways the most important and fundamental dimension of perfection is knowledge, which entails discernment and putting things in their proper places. Ibn ‘Arabi writes, “As a

  man moves closer to perfection, God gives him discernment among affairs and brings him to realization through the realities” (F. II 525.2).




  “Realization” is the full actualization of human status, and “the realities” are things as they truly are, that is, as they are known by God. To be given realization

  through the realities means to understand the realities for what they are and to respond to them in the appropriate manner. Realization, in other words, demands both knowledge and works. A good

  deal will be said about this dual sense of the word in coming chapters.




  Approaching perfection by following a prophetic paradigm brings along with it knowledge of a certain configuration of realities. The realities are infinite, so God alone can know them in their

  simultaneity. Nonetheless, human beings may come to know the principles of all realities. In many passages, Ibn ‘Arabi connects the modes of knowing the realities with the names of God that

  are so frequently mentioned in the Qur’an. The prophets have special insight into the manner in which specific divine names manifest their traces and display their properties in the

  universe.




  Each prophet has left an inheritance. A purported hadith often cited by Ibn ‘Arabi says, “The ulama” – that is, the scholars, those who have knowledge of God and the

  prophetic teachings – “are the heirs to the prophets.” In his view, every age must have at least 124,000 friends of God, one heir for each prophet (F. III 208.14). The prophetic

  inheritances delineate the possible modes of authentic experience and correct knowledge of God, the universe, and the human soul. In other words, to attain true knowledge, one must know and act in

  accordance with a paradigm of human perfection embodied in a prophet. No one comes to know things as they are without these divinely appointed intermediaries.




  The question of how people can gain a prophetic inheritance is central to Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings. The simplest answer is that, to the extent human initiative plays a role, people must

  follow a prophet’s guidance. However, the guidance of most prophets has not come down to us. The only way to receive an inheritance from those prophets is to take it through the intermediary

  of Muhammad, whose message comprises everything given to all previous prophets. In the last analysis, however, it is God himself who chooses to bestow an inheritance on any given individual.




  OPENING




  Ibn ‘Arabi tells us that effort can take seekers only as far as the door. Having reached the door, they can knock as often as they like. It is God who will decide when

  and if he will open the door. Only at the opening of the door can complete inheritance occur. This explains the sense of the word “opening” in the title of Ibn ‘Arabi’s

  al-Futuhat al-makkiyya, “The Meccan Openings.”




  The title announces that the knowledge and understanding contained in the book were not gained by study or discursive reasoning. They were simply given to the author when God

  opened the door to him. The whole Futuhat, in other words, represents a massive series of unveilings and witnessings, or “mystical visions” if you prefer.




  It is important to keep in mind that Ibn ‘Arabi does not confuse unveiling, witnessing, and opening with “revelation,” which applies properly to prophetic knowledge. It is

  precisely the special nature of revelation that makes it necessary for God’s friends to follow the prophets. As Ibn ‘Arabi often tells us, the basic distinction between a prophet and a

  friend is that the friend is a “follower” (tabi‘) and the prophet is the one “followed” (matbu‘).




  If one wants to achieve opening, the way to do so is to engage in the practices set down by one’s prophet and to follow the instructions of a shaykh or spiritual master, who, in the ideal

  case, will be a full heir to that prophet. Among the practices that a shaykh will prescribe are retreat (khalwa), which is seclusion from others in order to devote oneself fully to

  meditation and prayer, and remembrance (dhikr), which is the constant invocation of a Qur’anic divine name or formula.




  

    

      When the aspiring traveler clings to retreat and the remembrance of God’s name, when he empties his heart of reflective thoughts, and when he sits in poverty at the

      door of his Lord with nothing, then God will bestow upon him and give him something of knowledge of Him, the divine mysteries, and the lordly sciences. (F. I 31.4)
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