
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				LANGUAGE OF THE HEART

				A Sufi Interpretation of Form and Meaning 
in Contemporary Society

				Eva Désirée van den Berg

				[image: bluedome_logo.jpg]

				Copyright © 2012 by Blue Dome Press

				15 14 13 12     1 2 3 4

				All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system without permission in writing from the Publisher.

				Published by Blue Dome Press
535 Fifth Avenue, Ste.601
New York, NY 10017-8019

				www.bluedomepress.com

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available

				ISBN: 978-1-935295-14-3

				Printed by
Çağlayan A.Ş., Izmir - Turkey

			

		

	
		
			
				

				INTRODUCTION

				This book seeks to examine how Sufi thought might provide critical understanding of contemporary life and a pathway towards the recovery of a more meaningful existence. Rumi’s mystical teachings are, I argue, of great value at a time of rampant materialism and indiscriminate consumerism, and have the potential to illuminate the precarious state of the world, as well as revitalise contemporary social critique, ecophilosophy and biosemiotics in what is increasingly being regarded as a post-secular age. 

				Jalaluddin Rumi was born in Balkh in present-day Afghanistan in the year 1207, the son of an educated preacher and jurisprudent in the Islamic tradition. Rumi himself began studying the exoteric sciences including Arabic, Shariah law, the Qur’an, Hadith (the sayings of the Prophet), theology, philosophy and mathematics at an early age, becoming a doctor of law and following in his father’s footsteps at the age of twenty-four (Chittick, 1983, 2). While his erudition and professional standing earned him respect and material success, it is not for these reasons that we remember Rumi today. In 1244 the wandering dervish Shams (“sun”) of Tabriz stepped into the doorway of his life, illuminating its every shaded corner and awakening his slumbering heart. ‘Love’s fool’, emptied of self, serving only as capacity for that other, the sober jurisprudent was transformed into intoxicated lover whose poetic outpourings on love’s joy and pain ensured that he would never be forgotten. 

				Still known today as Mevlana, Our Master, Rumi is considered above all others perhaps, the essential voice of Sufism (Shah, 1979). Although Rumi’s universe is shaped by the Qur’an, the overriding reality of his existence is the Sufi understanding of unity, which gives his message its universality. His poetry tells just one story—his soul’s search for the Beloved. According to Chittick his verses are “an inexhaustible ocean” (1983, 20) and Nicholson hails him as the greatest mystical poet of any age. Goethe drew inspiration from his poetry and the celebrated poet Jami from Persia said of him: “He is not a Prophet, but he has written a Holy Book”. Rembrandt drew him from a miniature painting, Gandhi frequently quoted verses such as: “To unite is why we came / to divide is not our aim”, and in 1958, Pope John XXIII expressed what many felt: “In the name of the Catholic world, I bow with respect before the memory of Mevlana” (Esirgen, 2007). 

				Written in the Persian language (Farsi) and Arabic and emerging from the heart of the Islamic tradition, Rumi’s work, while always of literary and academic interest, was not widely read in the West until little more than a decade ago. Reynold A. Nicholson’s scholarly translation and explication in the 1930s of the Mathnawi’s 25,700 verses, published in five volumes, were instrumental in making this work more widely accessible, as were William C. Chittick’s translations of selections from Rumi’s and Ibn al-Arabi’s work, and his insightful thematic exposition of these a half-century later. Nicholson’s translations of the oldest manuscripts available and both his and Chittick’s critical notes and commentaries are invaluable resources for the student of Rumi, and in this work I have relied heavily on their knowledge and insight. It was, however, the publication of Coleman Barks’ 1995 volume, The Essential Rumi, which sparked North America’s interest in the great Persian-language poet. With no knowledge of Farsi or Arabic, the Tennessee-born poet succeeded in his mission to release Rumi’s poems from the cages of their academic context and to transcribe them in a simpler, freer form for a wider audience. Rumi has since become the most popular and best-selling poet in the United States, a position he has maintained for the last ten years (Holgate, 2005), despite the emergence of strong anti-Islamic sentiments during that period, triggered by the events of September 11, 2001.

				The growing awareness of the relevance of Sufism’s ancient wisdom teachings embodied within Rumi’s poetry culminated in UNESCO’s tribute to him (International Year of Rumi—2007) in celebration of the 800th anniversary of his birth on 30th September 1207 in present-day Afghanistan. This endorsement of Rumi’s mystical teachings affirms their relevance within the 21st century secular, materialistic, Western world context, even though his heart-centred approach is at odds with current perspectives privileging a rational, analytical, logical approach. I will argue that such an entirely different approach is necessary if we are to resolve the current high levels of conflict and dissatisfaction evident at so many levels.

				The International Year of Rumi coincided with a clash of cultures opposed by many in the West, but it was the 2008 global financial crisis which more than any other event changed the public mood and intensified the new discourse, one with distinct moral overtones. As wealth and power are threatened, ideologies shaping economies, education, societies and politics are challenged. Hegemonic discourses, once believed to reflect the truth, no longer appear reliable.

				In a world characterized by division, where self-interest appears to be the prime motivator and violation of human rights widespread, the rediscovery of the Sufi message of unity is timely. And so it is that in the most scientifically enlightened, affluent society people appear to be searching for love and meaning in the passionate verses of a Sufi poet from a distant age and culture. Materially richer than ever yet impoverished by our obsession with wealth and appearances, people are dissatisfied and unfulfilled, chained to the treadmill their lives have become while they yearn for freedom and happiness. It is to these needs and wants that Rumi speaks through his poetry, a celebration of unity through love—transformation through passion. In his sacred world, form (sura) and meaning (mana) are one. Form matters because it is the locus of manifestation of meaning. 

				This book therefore positions itself at the intersection of religious and philosophical studies, ethics, and cultural critique, since it takes the form of a critical analysis of contemporary society, and is informed by Sufi philosophy, which, I indicate, is largely consistent with other wisdom traditions. Although I draw on sociological research, this is not a work of sociology, nor is it one of literary criticism. It is a mystical hermeneutic—a tawil of the heart—which seeks the mysterious One, the divine face veiled by the multitude of forms, and the divine voice that resonates in all things; the One which, like Rumi’s Beloved, gives meaning to life. Since Rumi has, I argue, much to contribute to contemporary social critique and the recovery of meaning, I bring him into conversation with contemporary cultural critics and moral philosophers such as Michael Northcott, Elizabeth Farrelly and Clive Hamilton and ecological thinkers such as Freya Mathews, Wendy Wheeler and Wendell Berry, who share similar concerns but do not themselves engage with Sufism, and in so doing, I contribute not only to contemporary social critique and ecological thought, but to the study of Sufism itself. 

				Three strands of research inform the book, namely research on Sufism and the Sufi poet Rumi, research drawing on empirical sociological studies, as well as the area of contemporary cultural theory, ethics and ecocritique. 

				In support of my Sufi perspective, I draw not only on translations of original texts written in Farsi and Arabic by Rumi and Ibn al-Arabi, but also on other significant Sufi texts written in English. I make use of various translations of Rumi’s and Ibn al-Arabi’s poetry, such as those of Reynold A. Nicholson. His is a scholarly translation of, and detailed commentary on, The Mathnawi of Jalalu’ddin Rumi (3rd ed., 2003) in five volumes, first published in 1930. Rumi himself called the Mathnawi “the roots of the roots of the roots of the (Islamic) Faith”, emanating from God; the essence of the Qur’an. Many passages indicate his belief that it is nothing less than an inspired exposition of the esoteric content of the Qur’an—the divine truth contained, not in the formalism of the orthodox religion, but in the mysticism of the Sufis, and pre-eminently, in the Mathnawi (Nicholson, Commentary I: 3). Nicholson’s successor in the Chair of Arabic at Cambridge, Professor A. J. Arberry, also rendered valuable services to the study of Sufism, and his translation of Rumi’s work Fihi ma fih (In It What’s in It), Discourses of Rumi, provides further access to the poet’s thought. 

				 I owe the biggest debt of gratitude to William C. Chittick for his translation of excerpts from various works by Rumi, including the Mathnawi, Diwan-i Shams-i Tabrizi, Fihi ma fihi, as well as Maktubat, Majalis-i sab’a and Ruba’iyyat, thematically arranged and explicated in the form of the Sufi Path of Love (1983). For love poet Rumi the loving way leads to meaning, but the heart, in Sufi literature, is the locus of knowledge (marifa) rather than of love; knowing is therefore the rightful activity of the heart. According to Ibn al-Arabi (1165–1240), the Sufi path is a path of knowledge of which love is the consort. Chittick expands on the Sufi Path of Love, based on the work of Rumi, in his Sufi Path of Knowledge (1989), an in depth study of the doctrine of unity (tawhid) and the concept of mystical knowledge (marifa). Chittick’s Sufi Path of Love and Sufi Path of Knowledge are invaluable in making these Persian and Arabic texts accessible to readers unfamiliar with those languages. Other works by Chittick, such as Me and Rumi, the Autobiography of Shams-i Tabrizi (2004), a portrayal of the unlikely figure who stole Rumi’s heart, and Imaginal Worlds - Ibn al-Arabi and the Problem of Religious Diversity (1994) provide further insight into the meaning of unity as understood by the Sufi. 

				Another invaluable source of Sufi theory is The Sufi Message of Hazrat Inayat Khan (1990), a compilation of his teachings in thirteen volumes. Pir-o-Murshid Hazrat Inayat Khan, as he is respectfully known, is the great Sufi teacher who left India in 1910, aged twenty-eight, to bring his music to the West but instead gave the ancient Sufi teachings of unity, which had been largely inaccessible to the West, new relevance at a time when the world was at war. The volumes contain a wealth of information about many aspects of Sufism, and no matter how abstruse the subject, his insights, always poetically rendered, are expressed with clarity and simplicity, qualities whose value he endorses throughout. His Message deals not only with esoteric aspects of traditional Sufi teachings, but with the practical issues constituting everyday life and focuses on the underlying unity of all experience; he reconceptualises Islamic mysticism as the universal message of love, harmony and beauty. 

				In addition to the above primary texts, the work of numerous scholars has been taken into account. Annemarie Schimmel’s Mystical Dimensions of Islam (1975), for example, provides an excellent overview of the teachings and rich literature of Sufism. In The Persian Sufis, author Dominican Father Cyprian Rice pays tribute to the Persian Sufis who enriched the world with their “mystical treasures”, creating awareness of the respect Sufism enjoys within the Catholic world. Rice, in his concise account of Sufism’s renewal in Persia in the 12th century, explains his understanding of the Islamic connection and the contribution made by the Persian Sufis (1964, 12). Rice lauds the vigour of Persian spirituality or Sufism and points out that it was not a phenomenon which suddenly came to light at the outset of Islam and that the Persian spirit was not confined to the Islamic world. “It was there all the time (…) and has pursued its course, now open, now hidden, right down the ages” (ibid.). Now, centuries later as new needs have arisen, Sufi vigour is once again called for to contribute to both the revitalisation of religion and the burgeoning field of ecology. As Roger Gottlieb emphasises in The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Ecology, the scope of the environmental crisis facing humankind means that world religion has entered into an ‘ecological phase’ in which environmental concern is leading to the recovery of an environmental ethic stressing the spiritual value of ‘nature’, our kinship with the nonhuman, and our responsibilities to the earth (2006, 5-6). Sufism, insofar as it has always recognised “the real nature of every particle of the universe” (Rumi, cited R. C. Foltz, in Gottlieb (Ed.), 207), is ideally positioned to make a meaningful contribution in this regard by turning the focus to the inner world, and working on that, so as to preserve the integrity of the inner and outer world and restore meaning to the earth and all its forms. 

				Werbner’s Pilgrims of Love (1975) is an anthropological account of what she terms a Sufi “cult”, and Lings’s What is Sufism (1975) is useful for the range of definitions it provides. Besides Martin Lings, other ‘perennial philosophers’ on whose interpretation of knowledge as scientia sacra I draw, are Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s Knowledge and the Sacred (1981), Frithjof Schuon’s Language of the Self (1959) and Eye of the Heart and A. K. Coomaraswamy’s Indian Art (1969). 

				Idries Shah’s World of the Sufi (1979) is a collection of essays by scholars from divergent fields, addressing the impact of Sufism in the modern world. Shah’s claim that “Sufism is, in operation, pragmatic” (p 2) led me to an exploration of Dewey’s pragmatism theory, and accounts for affinities with Richard Sennett’s interpretation of craftsmanship in The Craftsman (2008), and Peirce’s perspective as elaborated by Wendy Wheeler (2006). 

				Psychologist Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee, author of Sufism: The transformation of the Heart (1997), and Love is a Fire: The Sufi’s Mystical Journey Home (2000) belongs to an order known as the ‘silent Sufis’, named after the 14th-Century Sufi, Baha-ud-Din Naqshband (1318–1389), who taught that the Beloved is silent and is most easily reached in silence. Naqshband was renowned as an interpreter of dreams, and dream work and symbology are considered extremely important, as Karl Jung explained many centuries later. Vaughan-Lee’s interpretation of concepts such as qalb (heart) and ishq (love) reflect the fire and intoxication of ‘Love’s Idiots’, whose purpose is not to escape from pain and suffering, but, driven by the soul’s homesickness, to find meaning by losing themselves in union with their divine Beloved. 

				In addition to the above, extensive reference to journals such as those of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society and The Fountain Magazine, and to the publications of Carl W. Ernst, a specialist in Islamic studies, provides further insight into contemporary Sufi scholarship. Some of the dominant themes identified are as follows: Sufism’s role in conflict resolution, Sufis as ‘bridge builders’, Sufism’s “daring and prescient universalism” (el-Khazari, 2006), its role in interfaith dialogue and the revitalisation of religion, Sufism’s explicit environmental ethic, and inevitably, Sufism’s commoditization in a process which Ernst refers to as “the publication of the secret” (2009, 10)—“Sufism for Westerners” (Hammer, in Westerland (Ed.), 2004) which downplays the Islamic connection and mystical aspects while emphasising more popular ones. 

				At the heart of these diverse themes is the central issue of ‘going beyond’ the surface, of plumbing the depths to find meaning within the multiplicity of forms, and being enriched by it—the essence of all Sufi teachings and so too of Rumi’s poetry. Insofar as three modern-day philosophies share this perennial, mystical concern with meaning, my contribution to this field of inquiry is to bring ecophilosopher Freya Mathews’ panpsychism, Clive Hamilton’s metaphysical-psychology and Wendy Wheeler’s biosemiotics into the conversation, because their thought, essentially mystical as I will argue, resonates clearly with Sufi teachings and therefore has the potential to further extend the scope of Sufi thought within the western context (or: demonstrate its universalism?). 

				Most citations of Rumi and other Sufi poets in this book are translations from Persian or Arabic by either Nicholson or Chittick. In order to avoid frequent, unwieldy references to translations by Nicholson or Chittick, I have chosen to follow Chittick’s example and use the abbreviation SPL when referring to Chittick’s Sufi Path of Love (1983); SPK when referring to Chittick’s Sufi Path of Knowledge (1989), and Nicholson followed by the volume when referring to translations by Nicholson. When citing from any of Pir-o-Murshid Hazrat Inayat Khan’s thirteen volumes, I refer simply to the volume and page number without the author’s name in order to avoid using the surname without the honorific, (meaning master or wise spiritual father (Rice, 13) or saint, spiritual guide or Sufi mystic (Werbner, 327)). In a further attempt to avoid clumsy circumscription, I refer to the Beloved as He. Of course, Truth is neither masculine nor feminine but all-inclusive and limited only by our language and thought. Furthermore, I make use of the masculine pronoun when referring to ‘the Sufi’ since such references generally relate to Rumi, although occasionally they are non-specific in which case I retain the masculine for reasons of consistency. I acknowledge that this approach is exclusive of the sacred feminine aspect and is therefore not entirely satisfactory, but trust that the heart with its unifying potential has the capacity to transcend the divisiveness of language’s form.

				I draw on empirical sociological studies in order to disclose various aspects of contemporary society. Guided by architect and social critic Elizabeth Farrelly (Blubberland: The Dangers of Happiness, 2007) through our culture’s constructed forms, as well as by Mathews (Reinhabiting Reality, 2005), who attributes to “block-logic” the “wholesale terminations” (p. 8) of our suburbs, I note that the “fat form”, is ubiquitous; blubber threatens the health of the world. I find support for this perspective in Affluenza (2005), by Clive Hamilton, formerly Executive Director of The Australia Institute, and Richard Denniss, Deputy Director of the same institute—Australia’s “foremost public interest think tank” (p. i). Although theirs is a critique of Australian society in particular, it would be fair to say that the condition they describe is not limited to Australian society but is common to all affluent societies today. According to the authors, affluenza is the condition from which contemporary society suffers, and is defined as follows: The bloated, sluggish and unfulfilled feeling that results from efforts to keep up with the Joneses; an epidemic of stress, overwork, waste and indebtedness caused by dogged pursuit of the Australian dream, and an unsustainable addiction to economic growth (p. 3). People infected by affluenza are plagued by psychological disorders, disconnectedness and distress. What they want above all is for their lives to have a purpose, but “finding meaning is not easy” (p. 182), according to the authors, who conclude that we need “a new political philosophy”. Rumi’s mystical philosophy, I argue, has the potential to address these needs as acquisitiveness no longer appears to be the Zeitgeist—it is being superseded by the deeper need for meaning. 

				In my critique of linguistic forms I draw on Wendell Berry’s Standing by Words (1983) and George Orwell’s Politics and the English Language (1945), Collected Essays, Journalism & Letters of George Orwell (Electronic version). “If thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought”, wrote George Orwell with reference to the decline, as he perceived it, of the English language and culture. Authenticity and sufficiency are all too often replaced by phoniness, deceit and surfeit, resulting in a ‘cacophony of voices’; often shrill and strident, competing to be heard. In order to hear the “moral voice” (2008) of which Hamilton also speaks, the shrill voices must be stilled.

				My critique of our approach to eating draws on a substantial body of evidence that suggests that human, animal and environmental interests are not being served by the international meat industry as we know it today. The full range of horrors to which animals are regularly subjected is documented by the following authors on whose work I draw: Clive Hamilton (Affluenza, 2005); animal ethicist Peter Singer (Animal Liberation, 1975); Wendell Berry (The Unsettling of America, 1996; Life is a Miracle, 2000); Eric Schlosser (Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All American Meal, 2001); Karen Davis (Prisoned Chickens, Poisoned Eggs, 1996); Gail Eisnitz (Slaughterhouse: The Shocking Story of Greed, Neglect and Inhumane Treatment Inside the U.S. Meat Industry, 2006). These accounts document the suffering, first and foremost by animals, but theirs becomes a collective suffering for which animals, humans and the environment ultimately pay the price.

				In my critique of the commodification of the natural world, I draw on Scottish ethicist Michael Northcott (A Moral Climate: The Ethics of Global Warming, 2007) and American poet, essayist, novelist and farmer, Wendell Berry. Though grounded in the Christian tradition, Berry’s perspective is that of the mystic or ecophilosopher with a heightened awareness of the mystery of life. At the heart of our engagement with forms, he argues, is the logos embodied in our word; and our obligation to stand by it and uphold its integrity (1983). Acknowledging Berry’s influence on his own thought, Northcott argues that our materialistic worldview, having reduced all things to commodities, denies their moral or spiritual significance.

				The third aspect of the study relates to contemporary eco-cultural thought, in particular ecophilosopher Freya Mathews’ panpsychism as developed in For Love of Matter (2003) and Reinhabiting Reality (2005); Wendy Wheeler’s work in the emerging field of biosemiotics, The Whole Creature: Complexity, Biosemiotics and the Evolution of Culture (2006), as well as the metaphysical psychology of Clive Hamilton’s Freedom Paradox: Towards a Post-Secular Ethics (2008). 

				The ecophilosophical worldview is based on the principle of interconnectedness, where everything is seen as implicating and being implicated in the identities of other things; a worldview which is by no means new. Indeed, Aristotle and his student Theophrastus were early forerunners of ecological thought and are considered the Greek fathers of animal and plant ecology respectively (Macauley, D., Greening Philosophy and Democratizing Ecology, 1996, 1). In their search for a hidden arche, an underlying logos, or a guiding telos, the first Greek philosophers reflected not simply upon the human psyche but “directed themselves foremost toward the yawning heavens, the turnings and reversals of fire, the rhythm and play of water, and the outcroppings of rock and earth” (ibid.). The earth’s symbolic expression was for a long time considered revelatory; its communications invited scientists and philosophers to participate dialogically in its mysterious nature.

				What is distinctive about the new environmental or ecophilosophy, is its more emphatically ethical and political orientation. Responding to ecological crisis, it seeks to rethink our assumptions about ‘nature’ and ‘humanity’ with a view to advancing environmental sustainability and interspecies justice. Mathews outlines the assumptions underpinning its perspective as follows: “. . . an ecocentric perspective situates humanity in nature rather than apart from and above it, and thereby removes the traditional justification for anthropocentric attitudes. The idea of interconnectedness can function as an organizing principle not only within metaphysics and ethics, but in many different theoretical and practical contexts (. . .). In the theological context, spirit is seen as immanent in matter, body, Nature. Spirituality thus involves celebration of and reverence for our corporeal existence, and affirmation of the natural world and our enmeshment in it. In the sociopolitical context, society is seen not as an aggregate of social atoms—essentially mutually independent individuals—but as a collective, in which individuals are constituted through their relations with one another” (Mathews, 1998).

				The term ‘ecophilosophy’ was coined fairly recently; probably in 1973 by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess, who was influenced, amongst others, by Spinoza, Gandhi, logical positivism and the nature-centredness of the Norwegian folk tradition (ibid.). Naess’s ‘deep ecology’ started as “a doctrine of biospheric egalitarianism” and is, according to Brennan, the best-known “radical (environmental) ethic” (Brennan, 1998). It involved “challenging prevailing philosophical and ideological assumptions about our relation to the natural world”, unlike ‘shallow environmentalism’ which “sought environmental reform within existing philosophical and ideological parameters” (Mathews, 1998). It is a “philosophy of ‘self-realization’, according to which individuals can overcome their culturally acquired alienation from the natural world by recognizing the ultimate ontological seamlessness of reality”, and gradually developing an “extended sense of self”, an “ecological consciousness” which is a notion of selfhood beyond individual identity (ibid.). However, Naess’s deep ecology is just one strand of a much wider field which includes social ecology, founded by Murray Bookchin, and ecofeminism. Bookchin’s work constitutes just one variant of social ecology, alongside socialist, liberation and feminist ecologisms (Cudworth, 2005, 24). There are also a number of individual ecophilosophers, who, according to Mathews, remain unaffiliated with any of these. 

				In a field characterised by transdisciplinarity and “extreme” diversity (Cudworth, 2), the various ecophilosophical forms nevertheless share a common concern with socio-political systems of domination and environmental exploitation. Social ecologists are most concerned with issues relating to “intra-human domination”, regarding it as the immediate cause of environmental abuse and exploitation, while eco-socialists identify the specific use which capitalism makes of industry as the cause of environmental degradation. Liberation ecologists argue that ‘de-development’ of the first world is critical to ensuring environmental justice, “wealth being a greater threat to the environment than poverty” (Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier, 1997, 59, in Cudworth, 37). Ecofeminists, such as Val Plumwood and Carolyn Merchant, draw on deep ecological theory to the extent that they interpret human relations with ‘nature’ as a form of domination. They have a particular interest in the link between the domination of women and of nature, and argue for the positive revaluation of the connection between women and nature (op. cit., 101). There is a distinct spiritual dimension to some ecofeminism and deep ecologism, and some ecofeminists attribute to women particular knowledge or identification with ‘nature’, claims which are occasionally dismissed as ‘essentialist’. Cudworth, however, argues that such critiques are reductionist in their almost exclusive focus on human agency in social relations and their failure to take biological considerations into account. Charges of essentialism, she says, are more often than not based on insufficient knowledge and de-contextualization (op. cit., 102).

				Predominant in Mathews’ work is the ecofeminist understanding that nature is real (Soper, 1995, in Cudworth, 119), and deep ecology’s notion of ecological selfhood, but her ‘panpsychist’ ecophilosophy distinguishes itself from other ecophilosophies insofar as it offers a modus vivendi in the form of “a conscious, devotional pursuit of the Way” (2003, 9) to counteract modernity’s assault on the world. It not only restores to reality its psychic dimension but offers a “world-inclusive spirituality” (op. cit., 1) which seeks to “resacralize the taken-for-granted ground beneath our feet” (op. cit., 5) by “liberat(ing) reason into a larger field of metaphysics” (op. cit., 6), and in doing so, can be seen to have much in common with Sufism. Prefiguring aspects of ecophilosophy, Sufism teaches a holistic worldview based on unity of form. Like panpsychism, Sufism teaches that matter should be approached mindfully. The alternative, Mathews argues, is modernity’s materialistic culture which regards the entire world as “raw resource, inert and uncommunicative”, in which we assume an attitude of “bruteness and blindness”, and increasingly represent “little more than highly sophisticated instruments of human assault on world” (2005, 15). 

				Andrew Dobson (1990, 13-18) suggests that ecologism is, by definition, radical (in Cudworth, 2005, 16), and as Roger Gottlieb notes in the preface to Merchant’s Radical Ecology (1992, xii), many have claimed that such visions are really “unrealistic fantasies”. And indeed, ecofeminism has been dismissed by some as a “mishmash of mysticism (and) morality” (Moore 1990, endorsed by Pepper 1993, cited in Cudworth, 2005, 33). It is this commonly held misconception of mysticism and its association with fantasy, evident in both Mathews’ and Wheeler’s work, which I will address in this book, illuminating their interpretation from a Sufi perspective, thus enriching this particular field of inquiry with Sufism’s unbounded vision. 

				Wendy Wheeler’s Whole Creature (2006), her work on complexity, biosemiotics and the evolution of culture, contributes to the field of biosemiotics—the study of signs and significance in all living systems—stemming from the semiotics of Charles Sanders Peirce (1867–1893), the biology of Jakob von Uexküll (1940), and Sebeok’s study of zoosemiotics (1984), the study of animals’ use of semiosis (Wheeler, 2006). Wheeler details the paradigm shift, the ‘complexity revolution’ occurring in the sciences during the past sixty to seventy years, which physicist Robert Laughlin in 2005 describes as the move from the Age of Reductionism to the Age of Emergence in which the reality of mind-body-environment holism (such as the Sufis described) once again becomes conceivable.

				During the twentieth century, explains Wheeler, the idea that social change is an evolving process became unfashionable. In the Romantic philosophy of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, as with the work of Marx and Engels, for example, there was a stronger awareness of nature and society as a complex and evolutionary process, and this was linked to an ideal of progress. But in the late nineteenth century and in the twentieth, the idea arose that society should be conceived of as essentially static, seeking always to return to a state of equilibrium which could be reductively analysed into component parts. Under the banner of postmodernism, says Wheeler, the idea of processual change was equally rejected. It was elided with an idea of progress felt to be scientistic, possibly ethnocentric, and tainted by Enlightenment rationalism (Wheeler, 38). A complexity view of nature and culture is obviously in contrast with neoliberal ideologies which have resulted in an economic and utilitarian focus on markets and job-skills and consequent degrading of “non-instrumental” life in all its forms (op. cit., 21). Wheeler explains that complexity theory represents a new scientific paradigm shift across the disciplines, allowing us to think about all life forms in different ways, and she does this by setting the methodological power of reductionism in science within a larger frame of understanding. 

				Against the individualism asserted by liberal doctrine, Wheeler affirms the crucial importance to physical and mental well-being of human solidarity. “Monadic individualism is a fiction”, she argues, and individual parts are “close to meaningless” (p. 99) when taking systemic complexity into account. Our interconnectedness naturally affects our flourishing, and for humans, says Wheeler, maximal flourishing consists in the richness of our semiosis: our contacts, our ability to be heard and responded to, our sense of being supported and effective in a rich number of ways (p. 109).

				Insights of this nature were arrived at intuitively by mystics and poets, particularly of the Romantic era, who sensed the essential unity of all things despite their differences, and indeed Wheeler refers to poets such as Coleridge and Wordsworth in this regard. Yet, like Mathews, she appears anxious to distance herself from mysticism, and turns instead to Buddhist philosophy which, as she explains, is not based on belief but is a system of mental culture, a philosophy of lived experience. Wheeler speaks of “mindful practice” (p. 98), and of furthering “the path, the process of self-understanding of the world” (ibid.), yet hastens to explain that “this is not a matter of some mystical fantasy of being ‘good’” (ibid.). I address this obvious misconstrual of mysticism as a belief system, an escape from harsh realities (which has arguably contributed to its popular appeal), and the notion of ‘being good’, which is not the mystic’s primary objective but rather a consequence of Suluk—the journey of the heart, which, like the mindfulness of Buddhist practice leads to right action, which, after all, is necessary for maximal flourishing. Hamilton explains this fundamental difference between the ‘good’ life, whose objective is the attainment of virtue, and the ‘meaningful’ life which is the mystic’s goal (2008). 

				Mindfulness underpins morality, which leads me to the work of Clive Hamilton, Professor of Public Ethics at the Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics, a joint centre of the Australian National University, Charles Sturt University and the University of Melbourne. Hamilton’s Freedom Paradox: Towards a Post-Secular Ethics (2008) counters the rationalist ethics of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), the emblematic philosopher of the European Enlightenment, and of Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), who took the transcendental aspect of Kant’s idealism one step further. Reason, according to Kant, is the essence of our humanity—the basis of self, of order and of morality. Yet, he concedes, reason is unable to apprehend existence “in itself” (2008, 73). In a world of appearances, argues Kant in Critique of Pure Reason, there must be something that appears—“an object independent of sensibility”, the “thing considered as it is in itself” (ibid.). Kant adopts the terms ‘phenomenon’ and ‘noumenon’ to distinguish between the thing as it appears to us and the thing as it is in itself. Against Kant’s “epistemological modesty” (op. cit., 97), Schopenhauer in The World as Will and Representation was willing to argue for the existence of a form of “heart-centred” (op. cit., 167), “non-sensible intuition” (op. cit., 76) that would allow us to understand the noumenon. Although he believed that the essence of humans lay in their “life in the noumenon” rather than in their rational capacity, he denied that life in the noumenon had any purpose, a position Hamilton believes “imbued his philosophy with relentless pessimism” (op. cit., 244). 

				Departing from Schopenhauer, drawing instead on Eastern philosophies, Hamilton recognises and expands on the purpose of “life in the noumenon”, the fixed point from which emerges the “moral self”, “the most immediate expression of the noumenon in the phenomenal world” and the source of “fellow feeling” (op. cit., 190) or “metaphysical empathy” (op. cit., 146). “The moral self is our better nature” (ibid.). Finding the path to the noumenon, Hamilton suggests, entails following a “metaphysical-psychological” path, a path of humility, the objective of which is to overcome our subjectivity by transcending identification with the ego-self in the phenomenon (op. cit., 227). Such a path, he believes, might reveal the stream of meaning running beneath the surface of life. Unlike the pleasant and the good life whose respective goals are pleasure and virtue, the meaningful life, according to Hamilton, has few advocates (op. cit., 243). The Sufis, however, advocated the kind of path Hamilton proposes, and his “metaphysical psychology”, I maintain, is analogous to the Sufi path, although its name, abstract and passionless, conjures up none of the “purity of passion” (op. cit., 226) required on such a path. 

				Sufi poets, advocates of the meaningful life, are, I believe, ideally positioned to stir in the hearts of those who come to know them the passion that might lead them to “transcend the phenomenal preoccupations of lives pleasant and good” (op. cit., 231). Indeed, Hamilton affirms the artist’s role in giving form to the noumenon: “The true value of great art lies in its ability to remind us of our existence in the noumenon and to do so in spite of all the distractions that keep us confined to the world of everyday appearances” (ibid.). I therefore contend that the way revealed to us by Sufi poets such as Rumi exemplifies the path that Hamilton envisages. 

				Hamilton, Mathews and Wheeler would, I claim, find support for their respective philosophies in Sufism’s ancient wisdom teachings, with which they are largely compatible in view of their shared concern with connectivity. In Chapter One, I provide an overview of Sufi cosmology and introduce the defining principle of unity, tawhid, which affirms the One’s all-encompassing reality and unequivocally counters Cartesian dualism’s conception of deanimated, meaningless matter. I signal affinities between Sufism and other wisdom traditions, ranging from the writings of Plato and the mystic Plotinus, to Buddhism and Taoism, as well as the work of modern-day scientists such as Fritjof Capra and David Bohm which reflects a perception of reality that goes beyond the post-Enlightenment scientific framework to an intuitive awareness of the oneness of all life. I argue that Sufism’s animating impulse has re-emerged in the form of three modern-day philosophies focusing on ethical engagement with an intrinsically meaningful world, and propose that Mathews and Wheeler, rather than eschewing mysticism, might acknowledge the mystical inspiration at the heart of their thought, as Hamilton is more ready to do. 

				In light of the Sufi understanding that the universe is a collection of signs that carries a message, a concept which finds new life in new forms in the work of Mathews and Wheeler, I observe, in Chapter Two, some of the signs of our constructed world, to see what they reveal about the nature of our existence. ‘Going beyond form’, which Rumi urges us to do, necessitates prior traversal; in this chapter, therefore, I engage extensively with forms, attending to the cultural landscape, noting its bloated appearance, its superficial enhancements, endeavouring to understand the message in the context of the whole, the theme of the sacred script being tawhid.

				Contrasting sociobiology’s and objectivism’s reductive interpretation of the fundamentally competitive nature of human interaction with Wheeler’ more optimistic argument from biosemiotics which presupposes a complex non-reductive and non-positivistic semiotic biology and culture as co-determining how genetic traits and communication-systems develop, I argue in Chapter Three that refinement of nafs (ego) is essential, since its strident voice breaks the stillness in which other voices might be heard—the voices of others, of animals and of the earth. Finding at the heart of our obesogenic environment the obese ego, a disorder which appears to have no name, I coin the term ‘egobesity’ to affirm its reality.

				In Chapter Four, I contrast the Sufi concept of marifa with the modern understanding of knowledge, the neoliberal association of knowledge with the economy, and the commoditisation of knowledge, making reference to Nasr’s thought on the modern desacralisation of the scientia sacra and signaling affinities with Polanyi’s account of the passionate structure of tacit knowledge on which Wheeler draws. I compare the Sufi concept of amal, knowledge in practice, as exemplified by Rumi’s analogy of ‘the Worker, hidden in His Workshop’, with pragmatist Sennett’s interpretation of craftsmanship. I argue that the modes of knowing as elaborated by three contemporary philosophers, namely Mathews’ understanding of ‘encounter’ as opposed to “epistemological probe” (2003, 76), Wheeler’s of ‘semiotic knowledge’ and Hamilton’s of ‘moral certainty’ are ‘new’ forms of a perennial, mystical concern with knowledge and meaning. 

				In Chapter Five, I introduce the concept of mystical love, ishq, the creative energy generating all forms, and elaborate its centrality to fana (annihilation of ego) and baqa (subsistence), Sufi concepts which, I argue, also resonate with concepts central to Mathews’ panpsychism and Hamilton’s metaphysical-psychology. 

				At a time when meaning tends to be forgotten and submission to ego’s commanding voice the norm, I argue in this book that the language of the heart should be heard—pure language, as spoken by Sufi poets like Rumi, who urges us to go beyond form, to seek meaning, and in heeding his words, as we journey from superficial complexity to the simplicity at the centre, we might, I suggest, hear the heart’s own silent expression, and be transformed by it. And while mystics and poets have always offered us meaning, their ancient wisdom teachings have, until recently, been consigned to oblivion as postmodernism problematized their “metanarrative” (Lyotard, 33). Capturing the new mood, however, are three modern-day philosophies—panpsychism, biosemiotics and metaphysical psychology, and it is within this framework that I incorporate Rumi’s mystical insights with which, I claim, they resonate so clearly. This book is an exploration of Sufi principles within this context and as such I believe it represents a recovery of knowledge, in the traditional sense, and a new contribution to knowledge, as currently understood. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER ONE 
World of Form (Sura) and Meaning (Mana)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				World of Form (Sura) and Meaning (Mana)

				In this chapter, I will provide an overview of Sufi cosmology and introduce Sufism’s defining principle of unity, tawhid, which, in affirming the One’s all-encompassing reality, unequivocally counters Cartesian dualism’s conception of a deanimated, meaningless world. I will bring the new biosemiotic understanding of communication as all-pervasive in the living world into conversation with Rumi’s depiction of a world in which form and meaning are inextricably linked. I will signal affinities between Sufism and other non-dualist traditions, ranging from the writings of Plato (though some would classify him as a dualist) and the mystic Plotinus, to Buddhism and Taoism, including the work of modern-day scientists such as Fritjof Capra and David Bohm which reflects a perception of reality that goes beyond the post-Enlightenment scientific framework to an intuitive awareness of the oneness of all life. I will argue that Sufism’s animating impulse has re-emerged in the form of three modern-day philosophies focusing on ethical engagement with an intrinsically meaningful world, namely Mathews’ panpsychism, Wheeler’s biosemiotics and Hamilton’s metaphysical-psychology, and will propose that Mathews and Wheeler, rather than eschewing mysticism on account of its unscientific appearance, might acknowledge the mystical inspiration that could be seen to underpin, and certainly to lend support to, their thought. 

				1.1 The Multiplicity of Names

				From the initial encounter the Western student of Rumi is faced with a bewildering array of names whose strangeness and inconsistency make them impenetrable symbols that reveal far less than they conceal. In their multiplicity these names are analogous to all forms (sura) whose appearance is many and varied but whose meaning (mana), according to Sufi thought, is One. 

				Discerning meaning is, for Rumi, a matter of finding the Beloved, who, though present in all things, is manifest in an infinite range of modalities. All names are His names, the Sufis tell us, and every name reveals something of the divine presence while concealing an infinite range of aspects. In answer to the question “Where can I find Him?” we are told “Wherever He is present, which is everywhere, since all things are His acts. But no act is identical with Him, who encompasses all things and all acts, all worlds and all presences. Though He can be found everywhere, He is also nowhere to be found” (SPK, 6). To find the Beloved is to fall into bewilderment (hayra), the bewilderment of affirmation and negation, finding and losing, knowing and not knowing, since “None knows God thoroughly but God” (SPK, 4).

				Similarly, grasping the meaning of Rumi’s name is problematised by the ambiguity of its many forms which vary from one text to another and even within the same text. In Nicholson’s translation of the Mathnawi, for instance, we find throughout the text the form Jalálu’ddín Rúmí, but on the cover we find a less elaborate Jalalu’ddin Rumi as well as an even simpler Jalaluddin Rumi inside it. Chittick uses the form Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī; Vaughan-Lee favours Jalaluddin Rûmi; UNESCO policy document 175 EX/11 (3 October 2006) refers to him as Mawlana Jalal-Ud-Din Balkhi-Rumi but also as Mevlana Celaleddin Belhi-Rumi. Both Nicholson’s and Chittick’s credentials as translators and interpreters of ancient Sufi texts are impeccable yet their representations of Rumi’s name differ in the detail. Hazrat Inayat Khan tells us that Persians and Afghans refer to him as Jalāluddīn Muhammad Balkhī (IX, 53). The name Balkhi (Belhi) tells us that he is originally from Balkh in present-day Afghanistan and we cannot be sure when this name was conferred on him. Since he spent most of his life in Anatolia, the land colonised by the Romans whose capital was at Konya where he settled (in present-day Turkey), he also came to be known as Rumi. Şefik Can tells us that his name is Muhammad and his title is Jalal al-Din, and that he is also called Hudavendigar (Can, 2005, 12). In some poems he uses nicknames such as khamoosh (silent) or khamoosh kon (be silent) (op. cit., 40). In all likelihood the names by which we know him today are quite different from his real name. How then to resolve the dilemma of the name? Rumi offers the following advice:

				Pass beyond form, escape from names! Flee titles and names toward meaning! (Rumi, SPL, 20)

				Mindful of Rumi’s instruction, I recognise that the form of the name in no way captures his boundless spirit, and refer to him simply as ‘Rumi’. Unaware of the meaning concealed within the various adornments that some translators have retained in the anglicized form of the name, I heed Rumi’s words and in my own usage opt for the simplest form of his name. We are not to be deceived by the appearance of the myriad forms, he tells us repeatedly, and though each form displays its own limited meaning, its real meaning goes beyond the limitations of its form. 

				Of course Rumi’s instruction does not give us license to disregard particularity; particulars after all reflect the rich diversity of the Beloved’s acts and as such must be encountered mindfully. Explaining the importance, in respect of discerning meaning, of attending to particulars, Mathews affirms the One subjectivity: “communicative cues reside deep within the particularity of things”, and initiating communication with the world at large “requires awareness of intricate patterns of unfolding, attunement to the minutest details in the order and sequence of things. . .” (2005, 16) (my italics). Rather than focus exclusively on particulars and risk overlooking commonality and connection, the Sufi always seeks the unifying essence concealed by veils of infinite variety—the eternal patterns of unfolding that tell of order and sequence, deep within. In the ensuing chapters, therefore, I will look closely at the particulars of various forms, but always with a view to their animating impulse. Our embrace of the infinite is mediated by the finite, says Mathews (2003, 106), to which the Sufi might add, recognising the infinite leads to an embrace of the finite. “He can be experienced as immanent only after he has been experienced as transcendent”, says Nasr (1981, 137). Over-attention to the constantly changing finite might prevent recognition of the infinite. As long as we remain bound to the particulars, or the letters—as Sufi Niffarī (d. 965) put it—we are in some sense fettered by appearances instead of reaching the place in which there are no more letters (Schimmel, 1975). 

				It is appropriate that Rumi’s name should not be the subject of speculation since the Sufi sheikh (master) is traditionally “without a face and without a name” (Vaughan-Lee, 1997, 144), the relationship with the teacher being an impersonal one despite its spiritual intimacy. Empty of self, the ego having annihilated (fana), the master embodies a space in which the lover can meet the Beloved—a mirror reflecting the student’s own inner light. Rumi in fact writes much of his poetry not under his own name at all but under the name of his beloved spiritual master, Shams (1185–1248), the one he has chosen to serve; the Diwan for instance, is entitled Diwan-i Shams-i Tabriz, ‘Poems of Shams, the sun of Tabriz’, while the Mathnawi is the Husamuddin, ‘the book of Husam, the latter filling the void left by Shams’ disappearance (Nicholson, I, 5). In Shams and Husam Rumi recognises the perfection of his Beloved, and in a state of spiritual union, having shed his ego (nafs), participates in their attributes. This is not a self-conscious act of appropriation or colonisation, but rather a selfless act of devotion. Devoid of ego, there is only the eternal and infinite presence of the Beloved. In his pursuit of selflessness and meaning, he eschews the “narrow abode” of his own name, for “self-consciousness is names, names!” (Rumi, SPL, 174).

				The Sufis themselves have never referred to themselves by this or any other name. In The Necessity for the Rise of the Term Sufi, Victor Danner tells us that the name ‘Sufi’ is used to translate both sūfī and mutasawwif, which denote respectively one who is at the end of the spiritual path and one who is on the path (Cited in Lings, 45). The term mutasawwif would therefore more accurately name the self-purification of spiritual wayfarers who have not yet realised the state of perfect selflessness designated by the name ‘Sufi’, while those who had would not be concerned about what name was given to them. The name ‘Sufi’ was always given to mystics by others and various explanations of the term have been offered (Shah, 1968, 14), the most common being that the name was derived from the Arabic sáf meaning ‘pure’ (VIII, 23) or sūf meaning ‘woollen’, (Lings, 46) and by extension ‘wearers of wool’ since woollen dress was associated with spirituality in pre-Islamic times. Other possibilities include a reference to the Sáfa, the Brotherhood of Purity whose doctrine was: “Know thyself and thou wilt know God” (Lings, 15), or possibly their enthusiasm for the wisdom of the Greek Sophia (Shah, 1979, 123). Perhaps the word needs no derivation, suggests Brent, “being simply itself”. The sound soof of the Arabic letters S, U, F (Soad, Wao, Fa) in this same order of use has its own power, “a value based on the universe’s hidden currents of meaning” (Cited in Shah, 1968, 16). Those who were, like Rumi, lovers of God, did not want to draw attention to themselves and were determined to be free from labels and distinctions. 

				The essence of life cannot be fixed or limited, and in the process of naming a thing we delimit the boundlessness that makes it sacred. “The Tao that can be described is not the eternal Tao; the name that can be defined is not the unchanging name. . .” (Lao-Tzu, Cited in D’Adamo, 162). Naming implies that we have grasped a thing’s meaning and that it is knowable in its entirety. Martin Heidegger, whose later work has been seen as consistent with Sufi thought (Leckey, 2009), draws attention to the problematic nature of naming when he says: “How is one to give a name to what he is still searching for? To assign the naming word is, after all, what constitutes finding” (Heidegger, 1959, 20). Names effectively conceal the all-encompassing, unknowable nothing—“the Nothing that is Everything” (XI, 9)—that gives them being and sustains them. 

				It is inevitable that Sufism has been called an “imprecise tradition” (Brent, Cited in Shah, 1979, 7), in which a vaguely defined method for achieving an incommunicable experience was handed down from master to disciple through the generations, and as such, both the derivation of its name and its origins are shrouded in obscurity. According to Witteveen (1997), Sufism is a confluence of mystical currents, some of which have been reliably traced back to the Hermetic tradition of about 3000 BCE and given an essentially universal character at the beginning of the twentieth century. Rice likens Sufism to a great oak tree, standing in the middle of the meadow; “no one witnessed its planting, no one beheld its beginning, but now the flourishing tree speaks for itself, is true to its origins which it has forgotten, has taken for granted. . .” (Cited in Shah, 1979, 9)

				Ibn al-Arabi envisages the universe as the manifestations of wujud, a reality that is one in every respect, variously translated as ‘sheer Being’, ‘utter Plenitude’, ‘pure Consciousness’, or ‘Light’. He explains the dependence of all beings on this reality: “the Necessary Being is that reality which cannot not be (. . .) and the possible things come into relative existence within the cosmos through their partaking of it” (SPK, 7). Various terms are used in an attempt to identify this reality which Chittick translates as ‘Necessary Being’, ‘the One Entity’ and ‘Essence of God’ (SPK, 82). To Rumi, the lover, God is the Beloved but is not limited to Love, since ‘all names are God’s names’. His names, attributes and acts are unlimited and provide knowledge of his mysterious essence. The scientist might not conceive of energy as God, though it too might be described as absolute, eternal and aquiver with potential—sheer existence, independent of any other entity (Siahpush, 2009). Names given to it cannot confine it since all names are its names, all things belong to it and all things are its radiance, its properties and attributes, representing its visible, knowable aspects. The cosmos is thus conceived of as a living, pulsating manifestation of spirit in which the many arise from the one whose reality they continuously express. 

				“Being is Oneness” is Sufism’s primary teaching, just as Islam taught from the first that Allah is One (SPK, 6). The name Allah is the “all-comprehensive name” (SPK, 66), designating every other name referring to relatively specific attributes of Being. Chittick explains that within the loci of their manifestation the names are multiple but in themselves the names remain one, in respect of Allah’s oneness. Everything is from Allah. The all-comprehensive nature of the name Allah as it is so powerfully conveyed in Arabic is not adequately rendered by the nearest English equivalent ‘God’. My recourse, in this book, to the translation is therefore not entirely accurate. 

				What is Sufism? It is neither a religion nor a cult, sect, secret society or theory. It is not a recent phenomenon nor is it a modern-day fad born of a makeover culture desirous of instant results. It has no dogma, does not proselytize or promise fulfilment. It neither acknowledges allegiance to any other form, nor does it demand it of anyone. It does however offer seekers of truth an alternative to religion in the form of a mystical, philosophical vision which is in some respects in harmony with contemporary scientific thought. Of the many definitions available, Martin Lings’s “movement of return, ebb,” is probably most apt. From time to time, he says, a Revelation ‘flows’ like a great tidal wave to the shores of our finite world, and Sufism is “the vocation, the discipline and the science of plunging into the ebb of one of these waves and being drawn back with it to its eternal and infinite Source”. Each wave emanating from the ocean of unity has its own characteristics according to its destination, that is, the particular needs of time and place towards which and in response to which it flows, but Sufis do not concern themselves with their varying shapes. The Source is within as well as without, and the path of the Sufis is “a gradual awakening in the direction of the root of one’s being, a remembrance of the Supreme Self which infinitely transcends the human ego and which is none other than the Deep towards which the wave ebbs” (Lings, 1975, 13). 

				Like a speck of foam seeking reabsorption by the ocean, the Sufi holds on to his memory of intimacy and longs to return to the One from whom the earthly journey takes him. Experiencing a merging with the One, losing himself in the Beloved’s embrace, the Sufi has been called a mystic. According to Robinson (1998), Sufism and Sufi metaphysics or gnosis (al-marifa, ‘irfan) are paradigmatic of mystical philosophy since ‘knowledge’ to the Sufi means ‘knowledge of mysteries’ (‘ulum al-asrar). “Sufism is nothing short of divine knowledge for, in the words of the sacred Hadith, when God loves his servant he becomes ‘the hearing with which he hears, the sight with which he sees’” (Ibn al-Arabi, SPK, 331).

				The term ‘mysticism’ is commonly misunderstood and not infrequently mistaken for a display of paranormal phenomena. Like ‘mystery’ (Greek mysterion), the adjective ‘mystical’ (Greek mystikos) is derived from the Greek verb myein (‘to close’, especially the eyes and lips), suggesting something secret, concealed and too precious to be spoken about inappropriately. The term was used by Christian authors of the patristic era to refer to the ‘mystical sense’ of Scripture, the hidden presence of Christ in the Biblical text and, by extension, in the sacraments, especially the Eucharist (Payne, 1998). The existence of ‘concealed’ or veiled divinity is a fundamental principle in Sufism, and mystical consciousness is of ‘pure undifferentiated unity’, which Stace and Pike (Cited in Payne, 1998) describe as (apparent) union with God if it comes as the culmination of a sequence of states in which the subject–object distinction seems gradually to disappear as God and the soul draw closer. This definition corresponds with the Sufi’s goal of returning to the Source (‘irfan).

				Philosopher and scientist William James provides the following insight into the mystical experience:

				The fountain head of all religion lies in the mystical experiences of the individual. All our theology, all our ecclesiasticism, are only secondary growths that are superimposed. These experiences belong in the region deeper and more vital and practical than that which our intellect inhabits. They convince us there is a sphere of life larger and more powerful than our usual consciousness. They help us to live; they melt our hearts, and communicate significance and value to everything. (From a letter to Henry William Rankin, dated June 16, 1901, cited in Wright, 2000) 

				The terms Sufism, mysticism and spirituality are used interchangeably in the literature. They are not contradictory or mutually exclusive, since all three derive from the mysterious impulse that inspired religious doctrines. The Hebrew and Greek words for ‘spirit’, ruah and pneuma respectively, are rooted in the notion of the intangible movement of the air (Glossary for the Message of H. I. Khan); the Spirit, like the wind, “blows where it pleases; you can hear its sound but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going” (John 3: 8). Like the Spirit, spirituality is elusive, mysterious and dynamic (Wright, 7), and refers to the primary and universal religious experience as opposed to the secondary and culturally diverse expressions that constitute religion.

				Spirituality, according to Mircea Eliade (1987, 46), is the capacity to encounter the sacred in the midst of the profane. It is a celebration of the inherent mystery of life. Spiritual experience “suggests a mystery, an unseen reality, beyond the life of the individual, pervading the entire world order, with which human persons are invited to enter into relationship and communion”.

				For David Tacey, the key word is ‘interconnectedness’, spirituality being the art of gaining access to “the greater mystery to which we are connected and in which we are profoundly situated”. “Spiritual experience replaces the isolation of the individual ego with the unitary awareness of the larger or cosmic self”, he believes (2006, 19-20). It is not ‘otherworldly’; spirituality does not disdain the world, nor is it escapist and delusional (op. cit., 23). 

				Chittick avoids the word ‘mysticism’, partly, he says, because of its overwhelmingly negative connotations (2003). Most people nowadays, he explains, especially in the academic community, seem to understand the word in terms of Webster’s (3rd ed.) third definition, namely “vague speculation, belief without foundation”. Mysticism commonly signifies “mystification, madness, or mindless mush”, he says, adding that many would agree with Bertrand Russell’s argument in Mysticism and Logic that mysticism and rationality are irreconcilable (though Aahlia Khan (2009) claims that “no responsible student now identifies mysticism with confusion of thought”). Chittick does, however, agree that Webster’s second definition of mysticism as “the doctrine or belief that direct knowledge of God, of spiritual truth, or ultimate reality . . . is attainable through immediate intuition, insight, or illumination and in a way differing from ordinary sense perception or ratiocination” reflects the Sufi approach to understanding God and the world. 

				Like other exponents who say that Sufism is essentially a mysticism derived from the Islamic religion, Chittick emphasises Sufism’s direct link to Islam, saying that Sufis hold that this direct knowledge (unveiling/kashf) must be rooted in the Qur’an and the Sunnah (the practices and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad). Among the various approaches that Muslims took to their religion, Chittick explains, the Sufi approach was most concerned with imitating the Prophet by ascending to God in this life, whereas other Muslims maintained that the meeting with God promised in the Qur’an was reserved for the afterworld. In general, he says, the Sufis criticised the juridical approach because of a common perception that correct bodily activity is sufficient to make someone a good Muslim. They were also critical of the theological and philosophical approaches whenever these implied that one can understand God and the world adequately by the mere exercise of the rational mind. They held that the best way to understand God, the world, and oneself was to search for God in one’s own heart. Chittick explains that Sufis were differentiated from ordinary Muslims by their single-minded dedication to actualizing their spirit (‘polishing the mirror of the heart’) and living in the presence of God. Keeping God constantly in mind (dhikr Allâh), forgetting self, they longed for access to spiritual reality and real being, just as the Prophet was given access to them.

				On the nature of mysticism, Nicholson, on the other hand, says: “All manifestations of the mystical spirit are fundamentally the same, and we shall not be astonished to encounter in remote lands and different ages of the world one set of principles variously combined” (Cited in Star, 1992, xviii). In Sufism, this one unifying principle appears through a kaleidoscope of religious practices and philosophies which can be traced back from Antiquity, through Arabia and into Persia, where it came under the influence of Plato and Socrates, of Christianity, of Hinduism and Buddhism due to Persia’s proximity to Greece, Egypt and India. Since Sufis were often ostracized by the established religions for their non-conformity, Sufism found its outlet in poetry and music, spreading through the works of poets such as Omar Khayyam (1048–1122), Nizami (circa 1141–1209), Sa’di (circa 1213–1292), Hafiz (circa 1320–1388), Jami (1414–1492) and Rumi (1207–1273).

				Other scholars who claim that Sufism is the essence of the Islamic religion include Martin Lings who claims that “Sufism is nothing other than Islamic mysticism, which means that it is the central and most powerful current of that tidal wave which constitutes the Revelation of Islam” (1975, 15), though he acknowledges that “it can if time and place concur, pluck flowers from gardens other than its own. 

				Other exponents insist that Sufism precedes Islam. Arberry (1942) tells us that according to Nicholson it was Dhul-Nun al-Misri (d. 830) who was inspired by the Hermetic wisdom which had the same vision of unity with God who above all others gave Sufism its permanent shape. According to Khaleb el-Khazari “the first Sufi is generally held to be Hasan al-Basri (d. 728)” (el-Khazari, 2006). Hazrat Inayat Khan describes Sufism as the essence of all religions, antedating Islam and others. It was always without limiting principles, according to Witteveen (1997), respecting all religions without espousing any of their dogma, its central theme being the freedom of the soul. 

				Rice, in his concise account of Sufism’s renewal in Persia in the 12th century, shares his understanding of the Islamic connection and the contribution of the Persian Sufis (1964, 12). It was the humiliating defeat the Persians suffered at the hands of the Arabs and the consequent imposition of the Arabic language and the Qur’an that gave rise to a vast body of mystical poetry written in the Persian language. The Persian Sufis challenged all forms of rigidity and formalism. Rice emphasizes the vigour of Persian spirituality or Sufism and points out that it was not a phenomenon which suddenly came to light at the outset of Islam and that the Persian spirit was not confined to the Islamic world. “It was there all the time . . . and has pursued its course, now open, now hidden, right down the ages” (ibid.). “Sufism existed from the beginning, because man has always possessed the light which is his second nature; and light in its higher aspect may be called the knowledge of God, the divine wisdom—in fact, Sufism” (VIII, 14). 

				In attempting a definition, Brent concludes that Sufism is unlike other schools of thought. It is “in short, something on its own. It is a different kind of entity . . . Sufism is a study” (Cited in Shah, 1979, 225). Sufis, however, emphasise that it is not a study but a way of life, a discipline—a practice. “It is more than a school: it is life itself . . .” (VIII, 20) Oneness of Being or Unity of Existence (wahdat al-wujud) cannot be realised theoretically; it must be experienced. Sufism is about transforming the self in order to serve society to the fullest extent. Interaction with the world is the test of the Sufi’s desire to travel the path towards truth (haqq); retiring from society and adopting solitude in order to further one’s spiritual development does not lead to finding. 

				Whilst there is clearly a degree of uncertainty regarding the origin and extent of influence of the various religions and philosophies on Sufism, “the essence of all religions” (VIII, 13), this neither alters nor diminishes its worth. What is clear however, and more important, is that we are dealing with a significant body of values regarded by many as timeless. Kinney sums up as follows: “The Sufi steps beyond Sufism, or any other -ism… But until we reach that point (whatever we may call it) the Sufi conundrum continues” (1994). 

				We have looked at the ambiguous nature of names as they reveal and conceal their various meanings, and noted that mysticism’s meaning may have been embraced but its name has been widely rejected. As science confirms concepts that Sufis have long intuited (Ch. 1.5), mystical truths are espoused, but mysticism’s name is spurned. There is some evidence of this in the work of Mathews and Wheeler, and to a lesser degree, Hamilton in whose modern-day philosophies Sufism’s ancient teachings appear to have re-emerged—Mathews’ panpsychism, Wheeler’s biosemiotics and Hamilton’s metaphysical-psychology—focusing on ethical engagement with a world pulsating with meaning, as Sufis claimed centuries ago. Yet both Mathews and Wheeler appear anxious to distance themselves from mysticism, and Hamilton provides few clues that his is essentially a mystical path. Mathews and Wheeler provide reasons why theirs is not a mystical approach, and I will examine them; Hamilton’s reluctance can be surmised. Thus Mathews turns to Taoism and Aboriginal thought, and Wheeler to “the sophistication of Buddhist philosophy” (2006, 97) while the ideas put forward, particularly in the case of panpsychism, are also consistent with Sufism. We must go beyond the name of mysticism and reveal its meaning. 

				1.2 Message of the Time

				As Sufi poetry is described as one of the most reliable sources of Sufi wisdom (Rice, 1964, 29), and Rumi’s Mathnawi an inspired exposition of the esoteric content of the Qur’an (Nicholson, 2003), UNESCO’s tribute to Rumi and his work can be interpreted as an endorsement of Sufism itself, and its unifying potential is indeed being recognised more widely. According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Professor of Islamic studies at George Washington University, for example, Sufism is the most powerful antidote to religious radicalism as well as the most important source for responding to the challenges posed by modernism as reflected in globalisation and materialism, since it rejects the search for power and wealth in favour of a more spiritual path (Cited in Lampman, 2007). “Its influence is immense,” says Nasr. “Sufism has kept alive the inner quality of ethics and spiritual virtues, rather than a rigid morality . . . and it provides access to knowledge of the divine reality, which affects all other aspects of one’s life” (ibid.). 

				Sufi Sheikh Abdoulaye Dieye of Senegal, for example, evokes this ‘inner quality’ in his 2002 address in California, in which he touches on issues such as ecology, poverty and the effects of globalization, before his concluding remarks calling for peace:

				“Many wars have been waged in the name of religions but the real reason for these armed conflicts and other acts of violence are only greed and the desire for power. This is true for Muslims and Islam, for the Jews and Judaism as well as for Christians and Christianity. . . . Let the Jewish and Muslim scholars meet in a part of the globe to ask for peace and reconciliation between these two nations. At the dawn of this millennium when it has been proved that violence merely aggravates the conflict and politicians can only acknowledge their inadequacy, I appeal to Muslim Sufis and Jewish Rabbis to find common grounds for better relations. Let them pray together, so that God Who is Merciful and Gracious, extinguishes with the flow of His Mercy all the areas seething with conflicts in the Middle East and the fire of despair that is consuming the heart of so many women, children and men” (cited in Ernst, 2009, 29).

				And while Sufis have been persecuted in some countries such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, Sufism is thriving in Iran, Pakistan, and India outside the modernist cities, according to Washington-based anthropologist, Akbar Ahmed (Cited in Gioia, 2008). A 2006 survey conducted by Ahmed indicates that young Turks’ top choice of role model is Sufi intellectual, Fethullah Gülen, who has built a large system of schools and is known for his promotion of interfaith dialogue. “The Gülen Movement is similar to a well-conducted symphony as its basic aim is to unite people and bring about solutions to their problems,” said Pakinam El Sharkawy from Cairo University. It is a movement which “tries to respond to strong winds by creating a soft and soothing atmosphere” (Yeşilova, 2009). Of interest to note is Turkey’s emergence as the main mediator in the troubled Middle East, a position formerly held by “diminishing giant” US (ABC news, 13 January 2009). 

				Sufism, in the first instance, applies itself to ‘heart’, less so to periphery; its practices of ‘refinement’ counter a ‘heartless’ approach to life, and seek to reduce the inner turbulence of which the outer crisis is simply the externalisation. As Jane Clark explains, with reference to Ibn al-Arabi’s teachings, “the important thing about our knowledge of the external world—the only important thing—is that it is an indicator of something in ourselves” (Clark, 2001). For Fethullah Gülen, speaking metaphorically of “perpetual breezes”, “terrifying blizzards, typhoons, and thunder storms” (2010), external crises clearly have their origins not in the ‘environment’ but deep within the heart of humankind. Already in the 1960s Nasr was addressing the issue of humankind’s disharmony within itself and therefore also with the environment (Nasr, 1968). Gülen’s achievements indicate that Sufi thought can play a pivotal role in reducing conflict by conducting interfaith dialogue, for instance, which might in turn facilitate the revitalisation of religion in general, so that common ground can be established and a clear environmental ethic emerge, an urgent requirement at this time of unprecedented exploitation. Like other religious traditions, the Islamic tradition, with its affirmation of divine unity, already makes ample provision for a caring, nonexploitative environmental ethic. Three central concepts of Islam—tawhid (unity), khilafa (stewardship), and akhirah (accountability in the Hereafter) suffice to support such an ethic. Islamic scholar Mustafa Abu-Sway, for example, argues convincingly that khilafa is a test. Basing his argument on passages from the Qur’an, such as “Then We have made you heirs in the land after them, to see how you would behave” (10:14), and Hadith such as “Verily, this world is sweet and appealing, and Allah placed you as vicegerents therein; He will see what you will do. . .”, Abu-Sway says: “It is rather clear, now, that the Islamic world-view indicates that vicegerency on earth forms a test which includes how human beings relate to the environment. . . Life on earth entails great responsibilities. It is a test with accountability” (Abu-Sway, 1998). 

				However, as Richard Foltz points out in his essay “Islam”, “Whether the true essence of Islam is proenvironment or not, in practice throughout most of its history Muslim theologians, philosophers and laypersons have focused almost exclusively on the relationship between Allah and humanity. Iqtidar Zaidi (1981, 36) implicitly confirms this when he states that “we are seeking a religious matrix which maintains man’s position as an ecologically dominant being” (Foltz, in Gottlieb (Ed.), 213). What is undeniable, however, is the explicit environmental ethic to be found in Sufism, exemplified by lines from Rumi’s poetry because, for the Sufi, lover and Beloved, or creation and Creator, are one in accordance with wahdat al-wujud (unity of Being) as expounded by Ibn al-Arabi. Thus Rumi says:

				Since God hath made man from dust, it behooves thee to recognize the real nature of every particle of the universe, That while from this aspect they are dead, from that aspect they are living; silent here, but speaking yonder. . . They all cry, “We are hearing and seeing and responsive, though to you, the uninitiated, we are mute” (Cited Foltz, in Gottlieb (Ed.), 207)

				Foltz reminds us (as does Bülent Rauf in his article Concerning the Universality of Ibn ‘Arabi, 1987, and Souad Hakim who provides an extensive list of al-Arabi’s many opponents in Unity of Being, 2004) that Ibn al-Arabi has always been a controversial figure. Foltz says “. . . many have accused him of holding pantheist or monist views. . . Likewise, the notions of certain Sufi mystics are felt by many Muslims to blur dangerously the distinction between the Creator and creation. This discomfort appears most often in accusations of shirk (‘associating partners with God’) which is considered by many Muslims to be ‘the one sin that Allah cannot forgive’” (Foltz, in Gottlieb (Ed.), 210). As Cecilia Twinch explains in a paper entitled The Circle of Inclusion (2006), Ibn al-Arabi “constantly refers back to the source of the revealed words of the Qur’an rather than relying on subsequent interpretations of Islam. In this way he brings out the true meaning of the religion … which shows the uniqueness of the single reality of Being and its infinite possibilities expressed in endlessly changing forms and images”. Frequently quoting the Qur’anic verse, “We shall show them Our signs on the horizons and in themselves until it is clear to them that it is the Real”, al-Arabi’s writings illuminate the indivisibility of the inner and outer reality, of the invisible and visible worlds, and of the all-inclusive One whose attributes and names appear in all things yet remains unconfined by the limitations of anything (ibid.). 

				According to Foltz, some Muslim environmentalists argue that the Shariah (Islamic legal tradition), “if applied to the letter, contains adequate restrictions to ensure a use of natural resources that is both sustainable and just” (op. cit., 211). Such an approach might be problematic in view of the changed cultural, political and economic conditions facing Muslims today. Sufi thinkers, on the other hand, were “more inclined than their exoteric counterparts to view Islam from a wider perspective and deal meaningfully with religious difference”, argues Vincent Cornell in a paper on the relevance of Sufism in the modern era. In part, he explains, this was because “they understood theology in its original sense as the ‘study of the nature of God’, and followed their inquiries wherever this definition took them” (Cornell, 2004). Indian scholar and statesman Rafiq Zakaria calls Sufis “bridge builders” who risked persecution and dared to oppose orthodoxy in their tireless pursuit of unity (el-Khazari, 2006). By ‘returning to the source’, Sufism has, I believe, an important contribution to make in this regard; its heart-centred approach could provide that much-needed “hermeneutical space in which critical thinking can take place” and counteract the “radical superficiality” (ibid.) as well as “doctrinal rigidity” (el-Khazari, 2006) which has for too long limited religious thought. 

				“A more comprehensive cosmological worldview of the interdependence of life is being articulated”, says Mary Evelyn Tucker, noting that the emerging field of religion and ecology is playing a role in this (Gottlieb (Ed.), 2006). Religions, in this role, says Tucker, should be understood “in their largest sense as a means whereby humans recogniz(e) the limitations of phenomenal reality”, “connect humans with a divine presence” and “link humans to the larger matrix of indeterminacy and mystery from which life arises, unfolds, and flourishes” (ibid.). Clearly, Sufism’s recognition of the sacred value of the earth, its “daring and prescient universalism”, and the “peace, goodwill and mutual understanding” (el-Khazari, 2006) that Sufis strive to generate, attest to Sufism’s particular relevance within this burgeoning field at this time.

				Sufism put into action also bridges the gap between spirituality and economics and could lead to improved material conditions of large masses of people in impoverished countries, according to Dr Johannes Witteveen, ex-minister of Finance in Holland and former Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund. Spirituality and economic science are not mutually exclusive but are by necessity complementary, he says, adding that globalisation, technological and economic progress demand that we find ways of balancing the sacred and the profane and so overcome this apparent polarisation (Witteveen, 2003), an urgent requirement at this time of financial and ecological crisis. Of interest to note is the shift in sentiment that has taken place since TIME Magazine’s reference to Witteveen as “an austere mystic and strict adherent of the obscure Sufi religious cult” in the 15 August 1977 edition. Three decades later Sufism is no longer obscure, nor is it regarded as a cult.

				The Sufi message might well be, as Hazrat Inayat Khan claimed and UNESCO implied, the message of the time; “the answer to the call of every soul” (VIII, 21). The need for such a message is evidence of particular problems whose origins lie deep within—problems which indicate that we regard only the outer while ignoring the inner, like the drunkards of the Mathnawi in the tavern of ruin, thirsting for dregs (durd) rather than pure wine (saki). The Sufi message is one of love, harmony and beauty, and as such is in direct contrast with postmodern culture, which has reduced these fundamental concepts to their most superficial level (Farrelly, 2007). Alexander Nehamas, for example, argues that “the twentieth century forgot the essence of beauty, namely love, and in rejecting love it rejected beauty also, replacing it with frigid abstractions” (Cited in Farrelly, 2007, 38). Conflict, confusion and loneliness affect all aspects of life. 

				Within the secular system it appears that mystical knowledge is not valued and awareness of the sacred is not cultivated. According to Bennett, people are left to flounder when darkness descends. “We find ourselves pitted against powerful external forces or those we ourselves have unleashed. We know loss, defeat, and humiliation—unbidden and unwanted catastrophes that seem to leave to our choice only how to deal with them. Facing these sad and barren times, some of us lash out in anger and resentment, while others give up in bitterness—satisfied to be less than their gifts call them to be” (2006, 4). “Sad and barren times” manifest at all levels: personal, societal, national, international and environmental.

				According to Alexander W. Astin (2006), the contrasting values—the material and the spiritual—have literally traded places since the early 1970s, a time when developing a meaningful philosophy of life was the number one value for American students. Today “being very well off financially” is the top value, while developing a meaningful philosophy of life has dropped right down on the list. A focus on the spiritual interior has been replaced by a focus on the material exterior. By promoting acquisitiveness, materialism and commercialism have contributed to a major shift in values and a near-total absence of critical reflectiveness, Astin concludes. 

				The Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, sees modern society as “trivial, obsessed by celebrity, damaging to children and marked by a moral vacuum”. He talks of a “broken society” where lonely, dysfunctional people lead segregated lives, have no aspirations and suffer from feelings of “imprisonment” while yearning for love (Cited in Sylvester, 2007). We are living in the age of anxiety according to psychologist Jean Twenge (2009), who lists factors such as crime, divorce, living alone, isolation, lack of trust and a general increase in social problems that contribute to increased anxiety in all age groups. Twenge argues that until people feel connected to others, malfunctioning is likely to continue. 

				The interconnectedness of all things is the cornerstone of Sufism. Awareness of this underlying unity provides a different perspective of self in relation to world. An understanding of the nature of our need sheds light on our dissatisfaction and desire for gratification and distraction, which has led to accusations of “commoditization” and “cretinization” of parts of Western culture (Kinney, 1994, 11), and “hedonistic” lifestyles in an “atheistic world” (Wright, 2000, 54). Misguided attempts to satisfy individual demands are often indiscriminate and always unfulfilling. Sufi teachings elucidate our notion of individual ego (nafs) by revealing the unity of all things.

				Separation and division as features of a rational reality are limiting, and limited beliefs, ideals, and points of view invite conflict. The twentieth century will be remembered for its large-scale wars between nations, causing immense suffering and damage to humans, animals and environments. As khalifa (stewards) we often fail, yet we cling tenaciously to our limited points of view. When unity is sacrificed for group or personal gain, and esoteric aspirations are replaced by exoteric ones, conflict is inevitable. Atrocities have been perpetrated in the name of religion and political ideas; we have known anti-Semitism, anti-Catholicism, anti-Protestantism and current anti-Islamic sentiment as we struggle to arrest the wave of extremism engulfing those same countries where the Sufi message of love and unity bloomed centuries ago. Anti-Islamic sentiment and Islamic fanaticism are fast becoming the cancer of the century.

				In “this hour of cultural need” (Mathews, 2003, 7), how are we to find meaning in life’s bewildering array of forms? Dominican Father Cyprian Rice, his allegiance to Catholicism notwithstanding, suggests that the Sufi way might inspire us with humility, “when we realize what mystical treasures we ourselves may have let slip through carelessness or dissipation” (Rice, 1964, 15). Sufism’s mystical treasures enable us to move beyond the apparent duality of the world of forms to encounter the formlessness of the one true Beloved. The concept of unity and harmony seems inconceivable in a world characterised at all levels by conflict, separation, segregation and division. We see ourselves as separate and aspire to become independent, autonomous individuals, identifying only with particular social groups or organisations whose point of view we share, shaped by the national culture or social subculture in which we are immersed. We lose sight of the much greater whole when we focus exclusively on our limited being, our body in the here and now, our mind with its thoughts and emotions, our fragile egos, our religious organisations, educational institutions, social groups, our nation, our culture, our language, all with their own peculiarities and limitations. When division is so entrenched, conflict is inevitable since a particular perspective must be defended or risk being replaced by a foreign one (Jones, 2006). 

				Sufism lifts the veils mindfully, respectfully and above all, lovingly, since it seeks, through a transformation of the heart in love, to win a higher form of knowledge, a direct vision of that divine reality that transcends the sphere of the senses. It is a philosophy to which Mathews could turn for a defense of the ideas she calls panpsychist, and in which Hamilton would find support for his metaphysical-psychology, as both these are, I argue, essentially mystical paths. Sufism can, I claim, sort “genuine metaphysical nourishment” from “the chaff that is proliferating in this time of ideological instability” (Mathews, op. cit., 7).

				1.3 ‘No god but God’ (lā ilāha illā’ Llāh)

				‘No god but God’ proclaims God’s wahdat al-wujud—Only God is self-existent: He is like a sun and everything else like shadows. There is nothing in independent, necessary, and eternal existence save the Divine Presence, Its Essence, Its Attributes, and Its Acts (Hakim, 2004). Ontologically, there is only One Being (SPK, 356). Nothing is without Being—the cosmos is God’s self-disclosure (tajalli) (SPK, 16). Rumi’s Beloved is the One whose reality is the only certainty (ibid.); a reality which is experienced at every moment. The Sufi poet Shibli (d. 946) describes Sufism as the guarding of the heart from the vision of ‘other’, since God is the only reality and ‘other’ does not independently exist (Schimmel, 1975). ‘Panentheism’ is perhaps a near equivalent to Sufism’s wahdat al-wujud, but John Chryssavgis makes the point that “the term panentheism is neither always clear in meaning nor always consistent in usage, inasmuch as it is adopted by thinkers and theologians of all persuasions” (in Gottlieb, 2006, 103). Wahdat al-wujud denies the self-existence of creation for the sake of God, whereas pantheism denies God’s self-existence for the sake of creation.

				At the level of their existence, all things are equal, manifesting the Essence inasmuch as they exist (SPK, 346). In this respect all paths of belief are considered equal, since each exists. Therefore whether we seek truth through religion, philosophy, mysticism or science, Sufism teaches that truth, which is one, will ultimately be found. This all-inclusive perspective, perhaps best reflected in the Sufi saying “The paths to God are as numerous as the breaths of the creatures” (SPK, 439), does not reflect “fundamentalist proclivities” (Mathews, 2003, 7), since Sufis do not claim to have grasped the one and only truth and have no interest in proselytising; it simply reflects Sufism’s principle of oneness of being, or wahdat al-wujud as expounded by Ibn al-Arabi, whose metaphysical outlook has been described as follows: “(I)t is extremely important—it is a kind of tolerance, openness and metaphysically-inspired generosity . . . It is the kind of outlook which will have nothing to do with the petty and the mean-spirited or the dogmatic and the intolerant . . . There is a vastness about Ibn ‘Arabi’s metaphysics which makes it antithetical to any narrow religious fundamentalism or closedness and inflexibility of mind. (It) reflect(s) the strength, generosity and grandeur inherent in the vision of the original unity alluded to in the description Wahdat al-Wujud” (Coates, 1999). As Cecilia Twinch (2006) explains, the Islamic instruction to seek knowledge is “an invitation to discriminate between a lesser vision of reality and a greater one, to abandon a partial view for a more comprehensive and complete one, to progress through our own personal Lord to the Lord of Lords, the all-inclusive God who encompasses all names and qualities and where all opposites are united”. 
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