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The Key Principles of Understanding Fusus al-Hikam 

of Ibn Arabi 

 

Seyed Salman Safavi and Seyed Sadreddin Safavi 

London Academy of Iranian Studies, London, UK 

 

 

Abstract 

Fusus al-Hikam written by Ibn Arabi is the most important 

works of theoretical Sufism. In Fusus Ibn Arabi explains 

the relationship between God, humanity and the world 

from the perspective of Sufism. The current paper is a 

section of our soon to be published book on Fusus al-

Hikam in particular and theoretical Sufism in general 

which explains the principles that are fundamental in 

understanding the Fusus al-Hikam. 

Keywords: Fusus al-Hikam, Ibn Arabi, Being, Sufism, 

Divine names, Divine unity, temporal origination (huduth) 

and eternity (qidam).  
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Introduction 

The primary subject of Fusus al-Hikam of Ibn Arabi
1
 (1165 – 1240 

AC) is Divine Unity (Tawhid) and the manifestation of the Divine 

names and the expressions and ranks of the manifestation of the 

beautiful Divine names from the perspective of Irfan. Or in a 

nutshell ―on Being and it is, He is the Real.‖
2
 Wujud (Being, 

existence) in terms of ―He is He‖ (min haythi huwa huwa) is 

Absolute Being devoid of any qualification or condition. One of the 

other primary subjects of Fusus is explaining the multiplicities of 

the world on the premise of the descents of existence according to 

entification which is referred to as ―the ranks of the identity of 

essence‖. ―Every day He is upon a task‖
3
 

Ibn Arabi explains the relationship between God, humanity and the 

world from an Irfanic perspective. He explains that Absolute Being 

is al-Haqq (Reality, God) and He has Divine Unity and all beings 

end in Him and He is the end of all. From Him it begins and to Him 

it returns. Everything begins from God and ends in God. This refers 

to two central verses on Qur‘an which are key in the understanding 

of ontology in ‗Irfan, ―He is the First, the Last, the Outward and the 

Inward‖
4
, and ―We are from Him and we return to Him‖

5
. 

The language of Fusus is cryptic, spiritual, and filled with Irfanic 

terminology. Fusus falls under the academic field of theoretical 

Islamic Irfan.  

 

The Meaning of Fusus al-Hikam 

Fusus is the plural of the noun ―Fas‖ which renders gemstone and 

al-Hikam is the plural of ―Hikmah‖ which renders wisdom. Thus, 

Fusus al-Hikam means the Gemstones of the Wisdoms. The 

gemstone of each issue refers to the essence of its meaning, thus, 

Fusus al-Hikam could be said to mean the essence and heart of 

Irfanic wisdoms.  
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The Commentaries of Fusus al-Hikam 

More than 110 commentaries have been written on Fusus al-Hikam 

in Arabic, Persian and Turkish. The best commentaries on Fusus in 

chronological order are al-Fukuk of Sadr al-Din Qunawi (d. 672 

AH), The commentary of ‗Afif al-Din Tilmisani (d. 690 AH), The 

commentary of Muʼayyid al-Dīn al-Jandī (d. 690 AH), The 

commentary of ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Kāshānī (d. 730 AH), the 

commentary of Bābā Rūkn al-Dīn Shīrazī (d. 744 AH) (Persian), 

The commentary of Dawud Qaysari (d. 751 AH) commentary of 

Muhammad Parsa (d. 822 AH) (Persian), commentary of Sa‘in al-

Din bin Turkeh Isfahani (d. 830 AH), commentary of Taj al-Din 

Hussain Khwarzami (d. 840 AH), commentary of Abd al-Rahman 

Jami (d. 898 AH), commentary of Abdullah Efendi (d. 1054 AH) 

(Turkish), commentary of Abd al-Qani al-Nablusi (d. 1143 AH) and 

the commentary of Allmah Hassan Zadeh Amuli (d. 2021 CE) 

published in 1999 CE.  

Contemporary Shi‘a scholars have written many commentaries and 

margins on the Fusus such as the writings of Ayatullah Mirza 

Muhammad Reza Qumshei, Ayatullah Mirza Hashim Eshkevari, 

Ayatullah Mirza Abu al-Hassan Rafi‘i Qazwini, Ayatullah Mirza 

Ahmad Ashtiani, Ayatullah Mirza Mahdi Ashtiani, Allmah Hassan 

Zadeh Amuli and Imam Khomeini.  

 

The Influence of Fusus 

Fusus al-Hikam is the most influential book on Irfan and 

philosophy after Ibn Arabi. The most important influence of Fusus 

was on the thoughts and philosophy of Mulla Sadra which resulted 

in the establishment of the school of Transcendent Philosophy. 

Fusus and the intellectual heritage of Sheikh Akbar has also had an 

important effect on the interpretation of the Qur‘an and Persian 

poetry.  
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The Descent of Fusus al-Hikam from the Prophet to the Heart of 

Muhiyeddin.  

Ibn Arabi in the introduction to Fusus says that he received the 

Fusus from the Prophet of Islam in a dream and was commanded to 

write it and publish it as a book so that humanity could become 

aware of the secrets contained within it. Ibn Arabi in the 

introduction to Fusus says that following the direct command of the 

Prophet he wrote down Fusus as it was given to him by the Prophet 

without any additions or subtractions.
6
  

 

The Structure of Fusus 

Fusus is comprised of 27 chapters arranged as 27 gemstones. Each 

gemstone is named after a Saint (awliyah Allah) or Perfect Human 

(insani Kamil) which has been interpreted as a Kalamah or logos, 

and the theme of each gemstone is one of the important and unique 

principles of Islamic Irfan. Of the 27 individuals whom the 

gemstones have been named after 23 of them are Divine prophets 

who have been mentioned in the Qur‘an (other than Yas‘ and Dhul 

Kafal) and four of them are perfect humans with the names of 

Shaith, Aziz, Luqman and Khalid.  

The first gemstone is the gemstone of Adam and the last gemstone 

is that of Prophet Muhammad. The prophetic mission of Divine 

prophets was one of forming and nurturing human beings which 

began with Adam and ended with the final Divine prophet, Prophet 

Muhammad.  

 

Names of the 27 Gemstones: 

Adam, Seth, Noah, Enoch, Abraham, Isaac, Ishmael, Jacob, Joseph, 

Hud, Salih, Shu‘aib, Lut, Ezra, Jesus, Solomon, David, Jonah, Job, 
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John, Zakrariah, Elias, Luqman, Aaron, Moses, Khalid and 

Muhammad.  

 

The Contents of Fusus 

―On Being and that Being is the Real (al-Haqq/God)‖, ―on the 

Names and Attributes of God‖, ―On the fixed entities (a’yan al-

thabitah) and reference to some of the manifestations of Divine 

Names‖, ―on explaining universal worlds and five divine 

presences(Hazarat al-Khams)
7
‖, "on the degrees of unveiling 

(kashf) and intuitive witnessing (Shohud) and a summary of their 

different types‖, ― on explaining that the real Muhammadan 

viceregency and that that reality, is the Pole of poles‖, ―On 

discussing the Supreme Spirit (Ruh al-a’zam) and its Degrees and 

Names in the human realm‖, ―on the return of the Supreme Spirit 

and its manifestation towards God.‖ And ―on Prophethood, 

Messengerhood and viceregency.‖ 

 

The Principles of Understanding Fusus al-Hikam 

The key principles for understanding the Fusus are as follows: 1. 

Attentiveness to the language of Fusus, 2. The relationship between 

temporal origination (huduth) and eternity (qidam), 3. Five Divine 

Presences and the Manifestation of Divine Names, 4. Fixed entities, 

5. Unity of being 6. The ranks of spiritual unveiling, 7. The ranks of 

Irfanic viceregency, 8. The Muhammadan reality, 9. The seal of 

prophecy and transcendent unity of religions, 10. Perfect human, 

11. The promised Mahdi, 12. Transformation of human attributes to 

Divine attributes, 13. Love, 14. Imagination.    
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First Principle: Attentiveness to the language of Fusus 

Fusus al-Hikam is a book about theoretical Irfan that is written in 

the language and terminology of this knowledge. Unless a person is 

engaged in spiritual wayfaring and does not have their own spiritual 

experience and share the same spiritual horizon as Ibn Arabi, it is 

not possible to understand Fusus. This is not to say that this 

individual will not understand the terminology, words and phrases 

which are employed in Fusus, rather that they will not understand 

the hidden layers of meaning of Fusus and its true esoteric meaning. 

―For its secrets and meanings have descended from and been 

inspired by the sky, for the intellect is aware of the heavens and 

[yet] the intellect does not have the ability to comprehend it [and 

that is the ―sky of unveiling‖ that understanding is bewildered by 

and delusion has no inroads to.]‖
8
 

 

Second Principle: The relationship between temporal 

origination (huduth) and eternity (qidam) 

From the perspective of Muhyiddin there is only one ―Being‖ and 

everything else is ―manifestation‖. Which means that God is the 

only original and self-subsistent reality of the world. This is the 

central principle by which all of Fusus must be understood.
9
  

―Existence/being‖ (Wujud) and the relationship between ―temporal 

origination (Huduth) and eternity (Qidam)‖ or the relationship 

between the temporally originated existence (al-wujud al-hadith) 

and the eternal existence (al-wujud al-qadim) are two of the 

principal, difficult and important concepts of Irfan, philosophy and 

theology. All three of these sciences have essential disagreements in 

regard to these two topics.  

In regard to existence/being (Wujud) theologians consider God as 

the creator of the world and consider the world as God‘s creation 

which He created in ―six days‖.
10
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Philosophers can be divided into three schools of thought in regard 

to wujud, the school of Peripatetic philosophy, Philosophy of 

Illumination and Transcendent Philosophy, each of which has a 

different view in regard to the question of wujud. The Peripatetics 

see wujud as vertical with God at the top and after God they posit 

the order of the ten intellects (‘uqul asharah) through which in 

descending order the vertical degrees of wujud are discussed. They 

have also divided wujud into the Necessary existence (wajib al-

wujud) and the contingent existence (mumkin al-wujud) and essence 

(jawhir) and accidents (a’raz).
11

 

In the Philosophy of Illumination which was founded by Sheikh 

Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi, the issue has been explained in terms of 

light and the vertical order of lights. God is the Light of lights; He is 

the head of the hierarchy of lights and the vertical order of lights 

begins from Him.  

The Transcendent Philosophy of Mulla Sadra considers being to be 

a synonymous term and believes in the primacy of being but 

considers being to have gradation that at the top has the Absolute 

Being (God) and at the lowest is primary matter which is the lowest 

degree of the material world . Mulla Sadra divides the world into 

the world of Divinity (lahut), Domination (jabarut), Angelic 

(malakut) and Nature (nasut) and existence in regard to all of these 

worlds is a synonymous term; however, existence is manifested 

with different degrees of intensity and weakness. God is the 

Absolute Being or Existence and the rest of the universe are also 

existent however, they are weaker levels of being or in other words 

beings which are poor in essence (wujud faqir bi al-dhat) and are 

dependent on the Self-Sufficient (al-Samad) being of God which is 

rich in essence (qani bi al-dhat). 
12

 

In Ibn Arabi‘s ‗Irfan there is only one Being, and everything else is 

a manifestation, and this view is opposed to that of philosophers and 

theologians.  
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The second concept is that of temporal origination (Huduth) and 

eternity (Qidam). The relation of temporal origination to eternity is 

very important. What is the relation of all of these manifestations 

and created worlds with eternity? Are they eternal? If they are all 

eternal are we confronted with the problem of multiple Gods? If 

they are temporal what is the relation between these temporal 

things, which are manifestations and which are below God? For 

God is Eternal by His Essence (Qadim bi al-dhat). 

In order to refute eternity being ascribed to the world, theologians 

argue that anything that is ―in need‖ is temporally contingent 

(huduth zamani). The majority of theologians are of the opinion that 

huduth or that which is created-in-time is that which needs 

something else in order to exist; further, everything that needs 

something else in order to exist is temporally contingent, and if 

something was eternal, i.e. temporally contingent, it no longer needs 

a cause, and as all the world is the creation of God, i.e. God is the 

cause of all that exists, therefore all the world is created-in-time and 

temporally contingent.  

Theologians ascribe to the notion of temporal contingency. They 

explain the relation between temporal origination and the eternal in 

terms of the Qur‘anic verse ―Be, and it is‖
13

 and in terms of the 

relationship of Creator and creation. God is the creator, and the rest 

of the world is His creation. He willed and they came into existence 

in six stages.  

According to Peripatetic philosophers, needing a cause denotes 

essential contingency (huduth dhati), thus, it is possible for a being 

to be a contingent being (mumkin al-wujud) and at the same time be 

eternally temporal (qadim zamani), and it is also possible for 

something to be eternally temporal and due to its essential 

contingency require a cause.  

As Peripatetic philosophers are of the view that the world is 

eternally temporal, and consider temporal contingency to be 

contrary to the pre-eternal divine effusion (faiz ilahi) they consider 
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the criterion for needing a cause to be ―intrinsic possibility‖. 

Mirdamad has also put forth the concept of categorical or pure 

origination (huduth dahri). 

Peripatetic philosophers have approached the issue of the 

relationship between temporal origination and eternity through the 

theory of Necessary Existence (wajib al-wujud), contingent 

existence (mumkin al-wujud) and impossible existence (mumtani’ 

al-wujud). God is the Necessary Being, and He is essentially self-

subsistent, and everything other than God, in all the worlds is a 

contingent being. They have the conditions of coming into 

existence, however they require a cause to be able to become 

existent. Thus, God in this relation becomes the Efficient Cause of 

the world or the Primal Cause or the Prime Mover.  

Suhrawardi contextualises the discussion in the context of light. 

God is the Light of lights, and the lights have hierarchy, and the 

lower lights attain their light from the higher lights.
14

  

Mulla Sadra
15

, in contrast to the theologians, believes that there is 

no problem for the world to be eternally temporal as posited by 

Peripatetic philosophers. According to the Principality of Existence 

(Isalat al-wujud) Mulla Sadra considers wujud to be graded 

(mushakkik), and have commonality of meaning (ishtrirak 

ma’nawi). He puts forth the concept of contingent poverty (imkan 

faqri) and considers the criterion for things needing a cause to be 

related to their existence and not to their quiddity, which he 

considers as a mental construct. Mulla Sadra explains the 

relationship between temporal origination and eternity through the 

concepts of the Rich in Essence (Qani bi al-dhat) i.e., God, and the 

poor in essence (faqir bi al-dhat) i.e. all existents other than God. In 

his philosophy, God is Rich in Essence and all other creations are 

poor in essence, which means that they need a being which is Rich 

in Essence from Whom they can derive their existence. Thus, their 

existence is a copulative existence (wujud rabti). An existence 

which is reliant on the Being which is Rich in Essence. The 
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multiplicities and the world of contingent beings are also existent, 

however, they are poor existence that is not self-sufficient. Their 

existence is reliant on other than themselves. They share the 

concept of existence with God, with the important difference that 

God is Rich in Essence and Self-Subsistent while the multiplicities 

are in poverty and full of need for the God Who is Rich in Essence. 

This theory is derived from Surat al-Ikhlas ―Say, ―He, God, is One, 

God, the Eternally Sufficient unto Himself.‖
16

 God possesses 

Divine unity and is self-sufficient, everything else is in need of 

God, as the Qur‘an states ―O humanity! You are needful of God; 

and He is the Self-Sufficient, the Praised.‖
17

  

Ibn Arabi offers a different opinion in regards to the the relationship 

between temporal origination and eternity to the philosophers and 

theologians. He explains it through the manifestation of Divine 

Names. He says there is One Being, One Existence which is God 

―There is no god but Allah
18

, There is no god, but He‖
19

 (la ilaha 

Illa Allah, la ilaha Illa Hu)
20

 and the rest, the multiplicities are 

neither delusions nor existence, rather they are manifestations, 

manifestations of the infinite Divine Names.  

However, this manifestation of Divine Names is also in the form of 

a vertical system. God is essentially self-sufficient, and from His 

Essence the first Divine Name manifests. From the station of 

Hidden of the Hidden (Qayb al-Quyub), the rank of He (Hu), which 

denotes the Divine Essence, the name Allah manifests and from 

Allah the names al-Rahman and al-Rahim and the other Divine 

Names manifest, and thereafter from these Divine Names the rest of 

the multiplicities become manifest
21

. Thus, everything other than 

God is a manifestation, not existence, but, neither are they pure 

illusion, they are the manifestations of the Divine Names.  

Ibn Arabi believes that Being in terms of He is He (huwa huwa), 

denotes the Divine Essence and is different to mental existence and 

external existence. For mental and external existences are types of 

His types, and nothing can be similar to its own type, for else it 
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becomes necessary for one thing in one state to be at the same time 

general, specific, determinate and mental.  

Thus, Being in terms of He is He, and without any intermediary 

which means not in order to negate or to prove, is neither 

conditional upon absoluteness (itlaq) nor delimitation (taqyid), it is 

neither general (kulli) nor particular (Juzei), it is neither general 

(‗Am) nor specific (khas). It is neither One in a oneness that is 

redundant of His Essence no is it many, for all these are 

qualifications and are in contrast with true absoluteness and Being 

in terms of He is He. ―There is God, and there is nothing with Him‖ 

(kana Allah wa la shay’an ma’ahu)
22

.  

God is not a concept or a moral necessity as Kant states. Rather God 

is the most self-evident reality of objective existence (wujud ‗ayni) 

in both the seen and unseen worlds and He is even beyond being. 

However, language is incapable of explaining that station. God who 

is the Real and the Truth (Huwa al-Haqq), is a Being that is 

actualised by His Essence and the actualisation of everything is 

because of Him.
23

 He is the source and origin of existence. His 

Being is more apparent and clearer than anything in terms of 

actualisation but is more veiled and hidden than everything in terms 

of Reality and Essence.
24

  

Existence is pure light, for by its essence it is apparent and reveals 

other than itself.  

 General existence or existence in concrete reality is the shadow of 

the shadow of truth which are determined existence (Wujud ‗ayni). 

Mental existence and external existence are also a shadow of this 

shadow, as the qualification of being has been added to them. This 

is reference to the Qur‘anic verse ―Have you not considered your 

Lord, how He spreads out the shade—and had He willed, He could 

have made it still…‖
25
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God is the Necessary Existence (wajib al-wujud), as the Qur‘an 

states ―He is the First, and the Last, and the Outward, and the 

Inward; and He is Knower of all things.‖
26

  

 

Third Principle: Five Divine Presences and the Manifestation of 

Divine Names 

After the station of the Divine Essence, existence is ranked 

vertically into the ―Five Divine Presences‖ (Hazarat Khams). The 

Five Divine Presences is an Irfanic term in the school of Ibn Arabi. 

As the only true example of existence is the Divine Essence. All 

existence is encompassed by His infinite Being. The outward 

multiplicities (katharat) of the world, based on the multiplicity of 

the manifestations of the Divine Names (beings) have manifested in 

the vertical order of existence. For example three ranks of the 

vertical order of existence are the world of Domination (‗alam 

jabarut), Angelic world (‗alam Malakut), Nature (‗Alam Nasut).  

The term Five Divine Presences has been first employed in the 

works of Sadr al-din Qunawi and after him in the work of other 

followers and commentators of Ibn Arabi such as Jandi , Qaysari 

and Jami.
27

 In Insha al-dawair, Ibn Arabi has briefly discussed the 

five divine presences. 

The Five Divine Presences are 1. The Absolute Hidden (Qayb 

Mutlaq), 2. Magnificence (jabarut), 3. Imaginal (malakut), 4. 

Corporeal (Nasut), 5. Perfect Human.  

The first presence is the Absolute Unseen, and its realm, is the 

realm of fixed entities in the Divine Knowledge. Below that is the 

Presence of the Relative Non-Manifestation which is divided into 

two parts: one part is that which is close to the Absolute Unseen and 

that is the realm of angelic and magnificent spirits i.e. the realm of 

abstract intellects and souls (the second Presence), and the other is 

the realm which is close to realm of absolute manifestation 
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(shahadat Mutlaq) and its realm is realm of imagination and can 

also be named as the angelic realm (the third presence). 

The fourth presence is the Absolute manifestation and it is the 

corporeal realm, and the fifth realm which is comprehensive and the 

epitome of all the previous presences and realms is the Perfect 

human.
28

  

In Farghani‘s categorisation
29

, instead of the first presence, he 

names the two ranks of the First Determination and the Second 

Determination, which are related to the Divine (Haqq) and the 

abode of Divine knowledge (mutin ilm Haqq) and the next three 

presences are related to creations and are outside the abode of 

Divine knowledge, and the fifth presence is embracing of all the 

previous ranks. Therefore, according to Farghani the number of 

ranks reaches six.  

After the station of Essence, is the first determination or the rank of 

Unity, which is comprehensive of all the determinations. The 

Divine Knowledge of endless determinations is akin to His 

Knowledge of His own Essence in this rank, and as the Divine 

Essence is the Unseen of the Unseen (qayb al-quyub) and there are 

no determinations of knowledge with in it, the first determination is 

referred as the determination of the known. In this rank all the 

multiplicities of names are vanished and non-existent.
30

  

The commentators of Ibn Arabi have used the term Real Unity 

(wahdat Haqiqiyah) to explain the transition from the station of 

Essence to determination. Real Unity or absolute unity, which 

causes the manifestation of the first determination, is not a 

numerical unity so that it can be placed opposite multiplicity.
31

 

Multiple names have been used for this rank such as first 

manifestation
32

, reality of realities
33

 Muhammadan reality
34

, 

amongst others.  
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The rank of second determination or oneness (wahediyyat) is the 

rank in which the Divine Essence is knowledgeable of Himself in 

terms of differentiated Names (tafasil asmayi). In this rank Divine 

Names and fixed entities separated from each other exist in the 

Divine Knowledge, as opposed to comprehensive Names (asma 

mufassal) that in created archetypes have external existence.
35

 The 

origin of the Divine creation of the created determinations occurs in 

this rank.
36

 In the second determination, the name Allah, is 

comprehensive of all Divine Names and attributes and presents 

itself in all the Divine Names, and the world is an exposition of the 

name Allah.
37

 There are two aspects in this rank, Divine Names and 

fixed entities. The aspect of names is necessary as it is the absolute 

necessity of the Divine which has been determined, however the 

aspect of determinates is contingent.
38

 The names are related to the 

Divine while fixed entities are related to the creations. All the 

Names and determined archetypes in the second determination, and 

also that which is manifested in the created determinations are 

Divine effusion. This effusion is of two types: sacrosanct effusion 

(faiz-e aqdas) which converts into the Divine Names and fixed 

entities and which is present in the rank of the second 

determination, and the hierophanic effusion (faiz Moqaddas) which 

creates the external determinations.
39

  

In regards to the order of manifestations of being after the Station of 

Essence, i.e. in regards to the station of Divine Knowledge, the 

commentators of Fusus can be divided into having two readings. 

Proponents of the first reading are Sadr al-din Qunawi, Jandi and 

Furghani and their followers who are of the opinion that after the 

Station of Essence, is the rank of the first determination and then 

the second determination.
40

 The second reading which is proposed 

by ‗Abd al-Razzaq Kashani and Qaysari, is that after the Station of 

Essence is the second determination (wahediyyat: Oneness) and 

there is no intermediary with the title first determination (ahadiyyat: 

Unity). In this opinion, ahadiyyat which renders Unity and the first 

determination belong to the Station of Essence and are not a distinct 

or lower rank than it. ‗Abd al-Razzaq Kashani and Qaysari, both of 
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whom have examined the works of commentators of Fusus before 

them
41

 in regards to ahadiyyat, have considered wahidiyyat in the 

rank of the first determination to be the ahadiyyat of the Station of 

Essence
42

. 

Qaysari considers ahadiyyat to be the Station of Essence, in terms 

of Essence itself, and by this he means Unity of the Essence 

(ahadiyyat dhat). He considers wahediyyat which renders Oneness 

(second determination) to be a form of decent from the Station of 

Essence. The difference between the Absolute Divine Essence with 

ahadiyyat in the Station of Essence is that the Absolute Essence is 

non-conditioned (la bishart) and is present is all determinations and 

multiplicities. However, in ahadiyyat dhatiyyeh which renders 

Unity of Essence, the Absolute essence is considered without any 

determination. From this aspect the Divine Essence is conditioned 

by no condition (bi shart la) and devoid of all relations and 

concepts.
43

 

The Second Presence is the rank of spirits which is the rank of the 

manifestation of abstract and simple realities, and it cannot be 

sensually pinpointed. This rank is referred to as ‗the world of 

unseen) as it belongs to the rank of relative non-manifestation, it is 

also referred to as the ‗world of spirit‘ and ‗world of domination‘. 

The existences in the world of spirits are of two types: 1) The 

Cherubim which do not govern or influence the physical world and 

are divided into two categories: the first are beings which are 

drowned in Divine Majesty and Beauty and are not aware of the 

universe and its inhabitants, and the second are beings which 

though do not belong to the physical world, are the intermediaries 

of Divine emanation to the physical world. 2) The Spirits that while 

abstract belong to the physical world and influence and govern it. 

They are also divided into two categories: the first are the 

Inhabitants of the Supreme Angelic World, which have the ability 

to influence heavenly matters, and the inhabitants of the lower 

angelic world, which have the ability to influence the affairs of the 

earth.
44
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The Third Presence is the Imaginal rank which is the intermediary 

of the World of spirits and the Physical World which according to 

Jami
45

 philosophers refer to it as the Imaginal World and 

theologians refer to it as Barzakh. A part of this world, which 

human intellectual power is required for its comprehension is 

referred to as the microcosmic world of imagination (khiyal 

mutassil), the dreams and wonders of the microcosmic world of 

imagination are related to the Imaginal World. The other part, for 

which human intellectual power is not a condition for its 

comprehension is referred to as autonomous imagination (khiyal 

munfasil).  

The Fourth Presence is the physical world. The important 

characteristic of this world is that it is temporal and that it is a place. 

In descending ranks, this rank is the lowest rank of worlds of 

existence. 

The Fifth Presence is the rank of Perfect Human, which is 

comprehensive of all the Divine and created ranks and all the 

descending ranks of existence. The Perfect Human is the worthy 

viceregent of God and is the expression and revealer of the Divine 

names and attributes. 
46
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Abstract 

Islamic mysticism has a range of formal outstanding 

people like Sheikh Shahab al-Din Suhravardi, Sheikh 

Muhyiddin ibn Arabi al-Andalusi, Jalal al-Din Rumi, and 

Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili. Furthermore, mysticism in its 

broader sense comprises many literary people like 

Ferdowsi, Hafiz and Sa'di. Reviewing quickly some 

examples of the mainstream mysticism, I single out Sheikh 

Safi due to his socio-political approach and develop his 

notions in greater detail. In a comprehensive look at Sheikh 

Safi‘s movement, it considered of long-lasting influence in 

Islamic mysticism, art, civilization, political geography, 

and international relation of Shiism, which is not 

comparable to any of the other school of jurisprudence, 

theology and philosophy, or military, political or cultural 

figures. However, the political aspects of Sheikh Safi‘s 

movement sound much more astounding.  
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Keywords: socio-political mysticism, Sheikh Safi al-Din 

Ardabili, Rumi, Ibn Arabi, the mainstream of mysticism. 

 

Introduction 

Islamic mysticism has a range of formal outstanding people like 

Sheikh Shahab al-Din Suhravardi, Sheikh Muhyiddin ibn Arabi al-

Andalusi, Jalal al-Din Rumi, and Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili. 

Additionally, comprises mysticism many literary figures like 

Ferdowsi and Sa'di, in the broader sense.
1
 Reviewing quickly some 

examples of the mainstream mysticism, I single out Sheikh Safi due 

to his socio-political approach and develop his notions in greater 

detail.  

Suhravardi, ibn Arabi, and Rumi may well be regarded as the 

paramount figures of the mainstream mysticism. Shahab ad-Din 

Yahya Suhravardi (1154-1191) was a Persian philosopher and the 

founder of the school of Illumination, an important school in 

Islamic philosophy and mysticism. Being affected by the 

sixth/twelfth-century anti-Avicennan current which took its cue 

from Ghazali‘s Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahafut al-

falasifa), the value of reason decreased in Suhravardi‘s thought.
2
  

Abu Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Arabi al-

Hatimi al-Tai (1165-1240) is an Andalusian mystic and philosopher 

of Islam, of Arab origin. He also is regarded as a genuine saint and 

as the greatest master,
 
going by the names al-Shaykh al-Akbar (the 

Great Shaykh) and Muhyiddin ibn Arabi.
3
 

Henry Corbin
4
 and Toshihiko Izutsu

5
 introduced him to the West as 

an extraordinarily broad-ranging and highly original thinker with 

much to contribute to the world of philosophy.
6
 The Journal of the 
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Muhyiddin ibn Arabi Society, which has been published since 1982, 

deals with his thoughts, focusing on contemporary concerns.
7
 

Chittick as an outline of some of the topics addressed by ibn Arabi, 

mentions methodology, ontology, things and realities, the return, 

and human perfection.
8
 

Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rumi, also known as Jalal al-Din 

Muhammad Balkhi, Maulawi, and Maulana (1207-1273) is a 

Persian poet, theologian, jurist, and one of the greatest Muslim 

Sufis. He was born in 1207 in Persia
9
 and died in 1273 in Konya.

10
 

The fame of Rumi has not waned with the passing of time. 

Affecting many nations and cultures around the world, he 

considered most popular poet and the best-selling poet in the United 

States.
11

 In the 1960s and 1970s, allegedly numerous Anglophone 

poets and readers discovered Rumi, ―the thirteenth-century mystic, 

thinker, and poet who was born in Vakhsh,
12

 contemporary 

Tajikistan, lived most of his life and died in Konya, contemporary 

Turkey, and wrote in Persian.‖
13

 As Patel remarks: 

One of the best-selling poets in America is a 13
th

 century Muslim 

named Jelaluddin Rumi. His words are read aloud at open-mike 

poetry nights and invoked at wedding ceremonies. Mainstream 

bookstores carry well over a dozen books of his poems and stories. 

And the New York Times recently declared Rumi the most 

influential poet in America since 1960s.
14

 

Connected to the spiritual lineage of Najm al-Din Kubra, Rumi‘s 

father, Baha al-Din Walad, was a mystic, theologian, and jurist from 

Balkh went by the name Sultan of the Scholars (Sultan al-Ulama).
15

 

It needs no explanation that Rumi is greatly affected by two other 

Persian poets A ttar and Sanai. Rumi himself expresses this 

influence in verse:  

Attar has traversed the seven cities of Love. We are still at the turn 

of one street. Attar was the spirit. Sanai his eyes twain. And in time 

thereafter. Came we in their train
16
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Rumi in turn proved greatly persuasive over time. His major poetic 

work is the Mathniwi Ma’nawi (Spiritual Couplets) a six-volume 

poem containing approximately 27,000 lines of Persian poetry. 

Mathnawi is regarded widely as one of the greatest works of 

mystical poetry. Abd al-Rahman Jami (1414-1492), the greatest 

Sufi poets of the 15th century, reckoned it as the Persian-language 

Quran: ―What can I say in praise of that great one? He is not a 

Prophet but has come with a book. The Spiritual Mathnawi of 

Maulawi is the Quran in the language of Pahlavi‖ Sheikh Bahayi 

(1547-1621), a great Iranian philosopher and jurist influencing 

Mulla Sadra, said in verse about Mathnawi: ―I do not say that this 

respected person is a prophet, but he has the book. His Mathnawi is 

a guide like Quran that leads some people and misleads others.‖
17

  

 Named in honor of Rumi‘s master Shams, Diwan-e Kabir (Great 

Work) or Diwan-e Shams-e Tabrizi is Rumi‘s other major poetic 

work. In addition to about 35000 Persian couplets and 2000 Persian 

quatrains,
 

the Divan contains 90 Ghazals and 19 quatrains 

in Arabic,
 

a couple of dozen or so couplets in Turkish 

(mainly macaronic poems of mixed Persian and Turkish)
 
and 14 

couplets in Greek. 

Fihi ma Fih (In It What’s in It), Majales-e Sab'a (Seven Sessions), 

and Makatib (The Letters) are Maulawi‘s prose works in Persian. 

Fihi ma Fih contains seventy-one talks and lectures given by Rumi 

on various occasions to his disciples. Majales-e Sab'a includes 

seven sermons (as the name implies) or lectures given in seven 

different assemblies. Makatib contains Rumi‘s letters to his family 

members, disciples, and men of state and of influence. 

Here, in a nutshell, we look at some philosophical issues recently 

propounded in regard to Rumi. Perfect Man
18

 in Rumi‘s works as 

one of the most important concepts of his spiritual thought compels 

attention. This Perfect Man is the hero of Suhravardi‘s allegorical 

novels--- the wayfarer who loves God, looking for the right way to 

the Divine through spheres and intellects. Rumi‘s Perfect Man is 
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discussed in some respects such as his position in existence, his 

attributes, and the mutual relations between him and the spiritual 

wayfarer. As for Safavi, this profound set of characteristics 

identifies the Perfect Man:
19

 

The Perfect Man is the vicegerent of Allah and is the reflection of 

His Essence. He is the ‗alchemist‘, ‗elixir‘, ‗spiritualist‘, ‗the 

antidote of separation‘, ‗the door of Divine mercy‘, ‗the shadow of 

God‘ and ‗the lion of Truth‘. All of the different dimensions of 

Perfect Man are in the state of perfection; these dimensions include 

‗good speech‘, ‗good acts‘, ‗good ethics‘ and ‗unique and exalted 

intuitive knowledge‘. He has annihilated in Allah and has gained 

subsistence in Him. He is the symbol of patience, bravery, chivalry, 

generosity and justice.
20

  

Clearly, leadership is a sine qua non for Rumi‘s Perfect Man. So in 

addition to private facets, this evidence might suggest that Rumi‘s 

Perfect Man is concerned with public aspects and socio-political 

tasks:
21

  

Perfect Man is responsible for leading and guiding humanity. The 

spiritual wayfarer must heed to the commands and teachings of 

Perfect Man, and must be ‗observant of manners‘. Five spiritual 

manners that the spiritual wayfarer must observe in relation to the 

sheikh or pir or Perfect Man are: Purity of intention in relation to 

the pir; Accepting the speech of the pir with desire and certainty; 

Concealing the secrets of the pir; Submitting to and having patience 

towards the commands of the pir; Not objecting to the speech, acts 

and states of the pir. The Perfect Man cares about the spiritual 

wayfarers and guides them to the straight path.  

The prototypical examples of Perfect Man are prophets and Shiite 

Imams, like Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, 

‗Ali, Hassan, Hussain and the Mahdi of Fatima , one of which must 

exist in each era ―for leading and guiding humanity; the rest of the 

Divine Saints are his vicegerents in different places and societies.‖
22

 

Depicting concrete examples of Perfect Man, Rumi‘s spiritual 
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Shiism recurs in another study. Safavi takes textual evidence from 

Mathnawi for three types of welayat: solar, lunar and stellar:  

Shiism, in its true form, believes in the welayat (authority) of Imam 

Ali and his eleven descendents following the demise of Prophet 

Muhammad. Allah has chosen Ali and his descendents, as the true 

spiritual and religious successors of Prophet Muhammad, after 

whom there will always be a representative from Ali‘s family to 

guide and lead human kind.
23

 

Discussing the Guardianship (wilayat) of Allah, wilayat and love is 

also a main theme of the sixth book of Mathnawi. ―He sees the true 

perfection of the human being in annihilation in the essence of the 

Beloved and subsistence within the being of The Subsistent. 

Reaching this most exalted station is possible by the ladder of 

love.‖
24

 

Another notion in Rumi‘s Mathnawi which came to Safavi‘s notice 

is Reason. The third book of Mathnawi, he argues, through 

hermeneutics and synoptic reading, is constituted of three blocks, 

the first of which discusses particular reason (‗aql juzei); the 

second, the Divine intellect (‗aql rabbani) compared to particular 

reason (‗aql jozei); and the third, the Intellect of intellects or 

Universal intellect (‗aql Kulli). ―It can also be said that the third 

book of Mathnawi explains how one can pass particular reason and 

reach the Universal intellect. The heart of the third book is Divine 

heart and intellect, and its destination is the Universal intellect.‖
25

  

Once again using the terms Theoretical and Practical, Reason is 

classified into three main types: Universal Reason or First Reason 

(Meta Theoretical and Practical Reason), Theoretical Reason, and 

Practical reason. ―Everyone has Reason which upon finding a 

perfect man may help him to transcendent from particular Reason to 

Universal Reason.‖
26

  

As a final remark, I would like to stress that Rumi‘s thought is still 

a viable link with a diversity of contentions. Regarding his voice as 



Socio-Political Mysticism Vis-à-vis Mainstream 33 

user-friendly Islam, it is said that ―the affinities between several 

strands of the New Age movement and the openness of Rumi‘s 

message paved the way for its widespread acceptance. By 1997, 

several American newspapers declared Rumi the best-selling poet in 

the United States.‖
27

 Considering Rumi‘s defense by far more 

inclusive than most early modern theories of toleration, it is held 

that Rumi presents one of the most extensive and vigorous Islamic 

theories of toleration—not only as a policy but also as a language.
28

  

 

Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili 

Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili (1252-1334) is counted as the origin of 

the later Safavid dynasty (1501–1736) in Iran, and the founder of 

Safavid Sufi order, one of the fourteen major orders of Sufism 

mentioned in classical texts as follows: Bektarshi order, Chisti 

order, Khalwati order, Kubrawi order, Marufiyah order, Noorbakshi 

order, Naqsbandi order, Ni‘matullahi order, Qadri order, Rifai 

order, Safavi order, Shadhili order, Shattari order, and Suhravardi 

order.
29

  

Sheikh Safi al-Din was the spiritual heir and son-in-law of Sheikh 

Zahed Gilani, the Grand Master or the Great Sufi Murshid. His sole 

surviving manuscript is some mystic interpretations of Quranic 

verses and the Prophet‘s Hadith in Ibn Bazzaz Ardabili‘s book, 

Safvah al-Safa or Osos al-Mavaheb al-Saniya Fi Managheb al-

Safaviyya. Six chapters in the part four of Safwah al-Safa attests to 

the Sheikh Safi‘s standing not only as a politician leader, also as a 

knowledgeable learned poet. In his interpretations, Sheikh Safi cites 

poems from Rumi, Attar, Sanayi, Araqi, and Sa'di. Including some 

Persian poems, another book, Qurra-e Majmu'a, is attributed to 

Sheikh Safi.
30

 Moreover, in biographical texts, draw attention some 

quotes from Sheikh Safi.
31

 

It is worth noting the Sheikh Safi‘s Khanegah and Shrine in Ardabil 

of Iran, compels attention in both spiritual and artistic aspects. 
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Representing the fundamental principles of Sufism in words and 

sentences from Quran, it has magnificent universal value as an 

architectural masterpiece.
32

 A word of warning is in order given the 

religious culture prevailing in the Iranian mainstream: 

One of the most important attributes of the Safavid Dynasty was the 

formation of a strong cultural and religious society; where the 

production of art was directly connected to the religious, cultural, 

political and historical events of the time. The Safavids tendency 

towards culture and religion created a bond between art and religion 

which resulted in a proliferation of art and architecture in Iran, 

which is the highest form of Islamic-Iranian art and architecture 

including the production of Sheikh Safi al-Din‘s shrine in Ardabil 

alongside the Shah Square in Isfahan and the many other great 

Safavid monuments.
33

 

During his travel to Iran, Pietro Della Valle (1586-1652) described 

Sheikh Safi Shrine as the most sacred for Iranians after Mecca and 

Ali and Hussein Shrines.
34

 Visiting Iran between the years 1096-

1105 AH/1685-94 AD, Kaempfer (1651-1716) held the most 

prominent, largest, and most beautiful holy Shrines in Iran are 

undoubtedly as follows: First, Imam Reza‘s Holy Shrine in 

Mashhad, second, the Shrine of his sister, Ma'soumeh, in Qom, and 

third, Sheikh Safi‘s Shrine in Ardabil.
35

 

Looking across the breadth of the Sheikh Safi‘s mindset, it 

expanded to an international plane beyond Iran, in particular to 

Anatolia, Syria, and Diyarbakir. Covering a really vast area, it 

stretched out to Ceylon
36

 and China in the East.
37

 In his 700th 

anniversary, Sheikh Safi‘s historical stand is pointed out: 

Although he is not as well known in Western Orientalism as he 

should be, he is one of the most important figures of Islamic history, 

not only in tasawwuf, but also in history itself, because it was he 

who founded the seminal and extremely important silsilah/tariqah 

of tasawwuf two centuries before the rise of the Safavid period; that 

in turn led to a transformation of Iran into a state for the first time 
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after 900 years; and so all Persians, and Persians of that time 

included all of Afghanistan and much of Central Asia and Caucasia 

and for a while of Iraq, owe a great deal to this remarkable man 

whose spiritual heritage is very much alive in Iran today.
38

 

Based on what is mentioned in Safwah al-Safa by Ibn Bazzaz 

Ardabili, Sheikh Safi‘s credo is regarded as some sort of conflation 

of Suhravardiah and Molaviah, two prominent mystic schools of 

that time, however distinct from each of them.
39

 

Sheikh Safi‘s thought by which guided people over thirty-five years 

is held to be the very principles of Thaqalain, namely Quran and 

‗Itrat.
40

 In greater detail, Safavid credo is held based on eight 

following principles:
41

 Thaqalain (Quran and Ahl al-Bait); The 

rules of Shariah (the body of Islamic laws), Tariqah (the Way), and 

Haqiqah (the Reality); Asceticism and love; Zikr (invocation), Fikr 

(meditation), and Amal (act); Social ethics; Love and knowledge; 

Khalwah (Spiritual Solitude, seclusion, or loneliness) and Muraqaba 

(meditation, to watch over, to take care of, or to keep an eye); 

Politics. 

The point to keep in mind is that Sheikh Safi‘s influence is carried 

on out of Khanegah, affecting socio-political areas. Although there 

is a long way toward assessing and evaluating mystic schools, the 

relevance of those that do not wield some socio-political influence 

to human civilization being discussed. 

Consider Bayazid Bastami (804-874), Khwaja Abdollah Ansari 

(1006-1088), Sheikh Ahmad Jami
42

 (1048-1141), Shah Nematollah 

Vali (1330-1431), even Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-1273). Eminently 

they possessed far-reaching thoughts and teachings but some of 

them did not gain ground in an international plane. Sheikh Ahmad 

Jami and his successors improved their village, Ma‘d Abad
43

. 

Preaching to his followers, Sheikh Ahmad built a Khanegah and 

improved just his province, Khorasan. Compared to those have 

international reputation like Rumi, Sheikh Safi‘s standing among 
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different mystic schools would be distinctive by virtue of his socio-

political impact. 

Focusing on Safavid social aspect, it is held that ―by looking at 

history of Iran since the disintegration of the Sassanid Dynasty until 

the establishment of the Safavid Dynasty we can realize that active 

mysticism could operate as a solidarizing force in making of social 

cohesion.‖
44

  

In a comprehensive look at Sheikh Safi‘s movement, it considered 

of ―long lasting influence in Islamic mysticism, art, civilization, 

political geography, and international relation of Shiism, which is 

not comparable to any of the other school of jurisprudence, 

theology and philosophy, or military, political or cultural figures.‖
45

 

The political aspects, however, seem much more remarkable: 

The most important heritage of the spiritual movement of Sheikh 

Safi al-Din is the independence of the political geography of Shiism 

and creating a center of power in Iran for Shias across the world as 

a unified people. In Iran, it is famously said amongst the scholars of 

Islam that if it was not for the Safavids, today we would pray with 

our arms closed. Dhul Faqar the two headed sword of Imam Ali 

became manifest in the spirituality of sheikh Safi al-Din and in the 

sword of Shah Isma‘il, and created a unique effect in the history, 

culture and civilization of Shiism, the cultural and political effects 

of which continue until today in international relations.
46

  

It should be noted that if the thinking method at hand generates the 

political constitution and major institutions and social arrangement, 

then ipso facto it plays a strong social and cultural role. In this 

regard, Sheikh Safi al-Din is to constitute the hallmark of 

mysticism.
47
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Abstract 

The mystical path (tarīqa) in Islamic mysticism includes 

many states (aḥw l) and stations (maq m t). Addressing 

the concepts and terminologies in Islamic mysticism, in a 

more comprehensive way, requires a methodological 

approach, through which, one can consider their 

intermeshed and multi-dimensional essence, as much as 

possible. 

This short article, briefly discusses a new methodology, 

which I have introduced in detail, in my book, Method and 

Mysticism: Cosmos, Nature and Environment in Islamic 

Mysticism (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2011). In the book, 

as a case study, and also to show the function of the new 

suggested methodology, I have tried to examine the 

importance, place and manifestations of the concepts of 

cosmos, nature and environment in Islamic mysticism by 

employing the new methodology. 



44 Seyyed Shahabeddin Mesbahi 

Through a correlated interpretation of both the exoteric and 

the esoteric dimensions of these concepts, the book, in a 

dialectical manner, has elaborated on these reciprocal 

manifestations, and has reached a picture of a "symbiotic 

whole." Also, by relying on the new methodology, I have 

also tried in the book, to re-examine the concept of 

"mystical experience" with regards to the Islamic mystics' 

approach towards the concepts of cosmos, nature and 

environment. 

Keywords: Islamic mysticism, new methodology, new 

methodological triangle, mystical annihilation and 

subsistence (fan ’ and baq ’), seeking perpetual return 

towards the Absolute (istirj ’). 

 

Introduction 

In approaching concepts in Islamic mysticism, we face 

methodological problems and limitations in that conventional and 

prevailing methodology prevents an in depth study of ―religious 

experiences,‖ in general and ―mystical experiences‖ in particular. 

Here, we should address shortly an example of a general 

misapplication of the concept of ―experience‖ among some 

contemporary scholars of religious studies.  

This misapplication, in my view, is the general result of employing 

the Hobbesian approach to the concept of ―experience,‖ in the field 

of religious studies. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) wrote in The 

Elements of Law: 

The remembrance of the succession of one thing to another, that is, 

of what antecedent, and what consequent, and what concomitant is 

called an experiment...To have had many experiments, is that we 

call experience, which is nothing else but remembrance of what 
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antecedents have been followed with what consequents...Experience 

concludeth nothing universally.
2
 [emphasis added]  

Although a ―Hobbesian definition of experience,‖ which I have 

termed ―the Hobbesian triangle” [Figure 1], could be a useful tool 

in its related social/political aspects, due to its mechanical nature 

(antecedent, consequent and concomitant), it may not be applied 

successfully and effectively as an approach to the religious, and 

especially mystical experience.  

 

[Figure 1] 

 

An example of implementing this mechanical method can be found 

in Ninian Smart‘s approach to ―religions and ideologies‖ as 
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worldview analysis, by applying the idea of epoche’. According to 

Ninian Smart (1927-2001), 

The most important idea in modern social science was that of 

epoche’ or suspension of judgment. In other words, you suspend 

your own beliefs about others (whether that be culture, or group, or 

person) in order to make your description more realistic.
3
 [emphasis 

added] 

Smart then concludes, 

The study of religions and ideologies can be called worldview 

analysis. In this way we try to depict the history and nature of the 

symbols and beliefs that have helped form the structure of human 

consciousness and society. This is the heart of the modern study of 

religion.
4
 [emphasis added] 

The main paradox in Smart‘s observation springs from his 

dependence on epoche‘, as an essential medium, to construct a 

worldview through observation of ―religions and ideologies.‖ It 

seems that observation of ―religions and ideologies‖ in a same 

container of dialectical inquiry, by itself, contradicts the epoche’. In 

other words, despite all their differences such as roots, realms and 

doctrines, observation of ―religions and ideologies,‖ in a unified 

position, shows that Smart did not apply the rule of epoche’  or, as 

he mentions, ―the suspension of judgment, in order to reach a more 

realistic description of the subject.‖  

Although, Smart does not point to the exact same origin for both 

―religions and ideologies,‖ his mechanical method in observing 

them (both simultaneously and in the same category to reach a 

worldview), as if they were the product of the same origin, leads to 

the desacralization of religious traditions/experiences. As a result, a 

large expanse of religious experiences will be sliced into separate 

and disconnected performances; performances that are not 

recognized and dignified with respect to the characteristics and 

identity of the religious/mystical experiences. Suffice it to say that 
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such experiences forfeit their organic religious/mystical ―identity‖ 

(huwiyyah)  

 

The New Methodological Triangle 

In contemporary scholarship on Islamic mysticism, one can 

recognize a lack of awareness of an organic identity (huwiyyah), 

which is embedded in each mystical concept. This identity consists 

of numerous elements which cannot be elaborated in a one-

dimensional approach. Each term, metaphor, or description of 

mystics‘ experiences, carries within itself affinities with different 

elements in the long tradition of Islamic mysticism. 

Underestimating the coherent connections of these affinities, and 

simply translating a mystical (or‘irf nī) term would not shed light 

upon the organic identity of Islamic mystical concepts. 

The concept of ―experience‖ in Islamic mysticism, has an ―organic‖ 

rather than a ―mechanical‖ identity. This identity needs to be 

elaborated with respect to its organic affinities and 

interconnectedness with its own concepts of ―tradition‖ and 

―sanctity‖ as the main domain of Islamic mystical experience. This 

elaboration will be applied by introducing a new methodological 

triangle.  

This study suggests that this new methodological triangle be used as 

a methodological tool for the analysis of each mystical concept in 

Islamic mysticism. This triangle consists of three dimensions of 

sanctity, tradition and experience. These three dimensions are all in 

constant and mutual ties and affinity.  

Observation of an Islamic mystical concept within this new triangle, 

will help us realize some dimensions of the ―organic identity‖ of 

each Islamic mystical concept. In order to avoid generalization and 

to reach a proper understanding of Islamic mystical concepts, each 

concept has to be considered within the context of its constant 
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junction with the three dimensions of the triangle, without 

disregarding the consistent affinities between sanctity, tradition and 

experience. A proper approach to Islamic mystical concepts can be 

achieved by taking into account the constant interdependence 

between the three dimensions of the triangle.   

The term ―tradition‖ here refers to the Islamic mystical tradition 

which consists of different dimensions such as mystical doctrines, 

terminologies, history, etymology, culture, and the local 

peculiarities of mystical fraternities. The long history of the Islamic 

mystical tradition begins with the Qurʾ n. In other words, the 

Qurʾ n is the first source and the foundation of the Islamic mystical 

tradition. Without having the essentiality of the Qurʾ n in mind no 

research around the tradition of Islamic mysticism will be complete. 

The essential concepts, doctrines, terminologies, metaphors, and 

different categorizations, such as states (aḥw l) and stations 

(maq m t) of the mystical path have been derived by Islamic 

mystics of different eras, from the contents of the Qurʾ n. The 

second major source of Islamic mysticism is the ―tradition of the 

Prophet Muhammad‖ (his recorded sayings, deeds, actions, and 

personality). He is considered by Islamic mystics to be ―the most 

elevated example of the Universal/Perfect Human Being‖ (al-ins n 

al-k mil).
5
 In addition to the Prophetic tradition, the tradition of the 

Shi‘ī Imams and the Prophet‘s daughter Fātimah have also been 

incorporated into Shi‘ī‘irf n. 

By the term ―sanctity,‖ I mean the sacred surroundings of the 

mystical experience as it is understood in Islamic mysticism. 

Sanctity for the Islamic mystic is the ―absolute presence of the 

Absolute.‖ For the Islamic mystic there is no realm of existence 

save ―the presence (ḥaḍra) of the Absolute Existence.‖ ―Sanctity‖ 

(the manifestation of the Absolute), for the Islamic mystics is both 

the whole existence of the mystic and the only domain of (and for) 

the mystical experience. This mystical realization of sanctity is the 

result of the Islamic mystics‘ profound awareness of tawḥīd (the 

Unity of the Absolute) as the first doctrine of Islam. The whole of 
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existence, for the Islamic mystic, is one manifestation of the One, as 

―His sacred presence‖ (sanctity). The mystic lives, experiences and 

intuits within the sacredness of His presence (ḥaḍra). The concept 

of sanctity, because of its essential doctrinal source (i.e., tawḥīd or 

the Unity of the Absolute) is one of the most important 

characteristics of the Islamic mystical tradition which has to be 

separately considered in each approach to Islamic mystical 

concepts.  

By the third dimension of the triangle, i.e. ―experience,‖ we are 

referring to the mystical experiences as the ways which have been 

described by the Islamic masters. Experience of each mystical state 

(h l) and station (maq m), in the words of the mystics, also conveys 

the position and place of those states and stations in the categories 

of the ―mystical path‖ (tarīqa). In this observation we can also 

discern a proper usage of the mystical terms and expressions and 

their place in the mystical path. 

To show the proper function of the triangle, and purposefulness/ 

directionality of the mystical experience towards the Absolute, I 

have utilized the concept of istirj ’ or ―seeking perpetual return 

towards the Absolute,‖ as the examiner of the new methodological 

triangle. The return to the Absolute, for the Islamic mystics, is the 

goal of each experience. The more advanced an experience is, the 

more successful and exalted the return that can be achieved. This 

eternal return, for the Islamic mystic, is the reality of the mystical 

experience.  

The process of ―return‖ takes place via the ―mystical path‖ (tarīqa) 

which consists of different states (aḥw l) and stations (maq m t). 

In simple terms, ―state‖ (h l) is an instantaneous mystical bestowal 

from the Absolute for the mystic. It will not last for long and the 

mystic has not the power to lure that gift or to reside in it. On the 

other hand, station (maq m), is an enduring mystical stage which 

lasts for long, and is the result of the mystic‘s endeavor. As the 13
th

 

century Persian Sufi master Rumī states: ―h l (state) is like the 
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[one] manifestation of the [face] of [that] beautiful bride and [this] 

maq m (station) [resembles] being [alone or in the private intimacy] 

with the bride.‖
6
   

Among the stations of the ―mystical path‖ (tarīqa), the two stations 

of annihilation and subsistence ( fan ’ and baq ’  respectively) are 

considered by many Islamic mystics to be the most elevated stations 

of the mystical path. In the book, I have employed these two 

stations, as the framework through which mystical experiences are 

analyzed. Such an approach not only provides us with the 

opportunity to observe some specifics of the mystical interpretation 

of Islamic masters, it proves also instrumental in avoiding 

generalization by facilitating concentration on the specific 

analytical framework of study. With this framework, the pattern of 

the suggested new methodological triangle-regarding the goal of 

this study- is completed and we can view the triangle with all of its 

main components [Figure 2] 

 

[Figure 2] 
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Concluding remarks 

In my book, by employing the introduced new methodology, and 

examining the variety of approaches among mystics of different 

eras, I have tried to show how their specific interpretation of 

natural, environmental and cosmic understanding fits their 

individual approach to varieties of states (aḥw l) and stations 

(maq m t) of the mystical path. I have also pinpointed a series of 

differentiations in the worldview and perspectives of Islamic 

mystics. The analysis, in the book shows how, stemming from the 

sources of Islamic mysticism, the mystical allegories, concept, 

terms and metaphors, construct the mystical understanding of 

cosmos, nature and environment.  
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Abstract 

In this paper the structure of the ―The Story of Different 

Blindness‘s and Moses and the Shepherd‖ is analysed 

using a synoptic approach.
1
 At first the narrative and 

thematic summary of the text is identified, and in the 

second stage the fourth discourse is synoptically analysed. 

In the third stage we illustrate the diagram of the fourth 

discourse; whilst in the final stage the fourth discourse is 

interpreted using structure methodology.
2
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Introduction 

Discourse For is comprised of seven sections and has a narrative 

nature. The stories often have three characters, such as the 

discussion of ―Bilqīs, the Hoopoe and Solomon‖ and ―Moses, the 

Shepherd and All h‖. The primary issue in this discourse is seeing, 

not seeing, and reading the signs. The story is set in the Middle East 

in the era before Islām, although the specific time and location is 

unknown.  

In this discourse, the narrative-visual structure is dominant over the 

spatio-temporal aspect. In this discourse Rūmī‘ focuses on ―signs‖: 

the importance of and relation between material and spiritual signs, 

and the causes of understanding signs; all of which are elaborated in 

the form of allegorical stories. 

Those graces are the signs of a Witness: they are the foot-prints of a 

man devoted to (All h‘s) service. 

(Non but) that person that has seen the King is gladdened by the 

sign; when one has not seen Him, there is no recognition.‖
3
 

 

Narrative and Thematic Summary of the Text 

Section 1. 1601-1632 (32): ‘How reverence for the message of 

Solomon  on whom be peace  was reflected in the heart of Bilqīs 

from the lowly form of the hoopoe.’  

(A) [1601 - 1604] All h had given Bilqīs a hundred times more 

knowledge than He had given any other human being. A hoopoe 
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brought a letter to her from Solomon‘s court. She read that 

significant letter and looked at the hoopoe condescendingly. 

Although her outward eye saw the hoopoe as a worthless bird, her 

spiritual eye saw the hoopoe a Phoenix like a sea.  

(B) [1605 - 1610] As a result of the contrast between the appearance 

and the reality, intellect and sense, like Muḥammad and Abū Jahl, 

are constantly in battle. The disbelievers considered Aḥmad an 

ordinary human being, for they did not witness the miracle of 

splitting the moon in two. The sensual eye is the enemy of the 

intellect and religion. All h referred to the sensual eye as being 

blind, an idol-worshipper and opposed to Him. This eye sees only 

the foam and not the sea, it sees only the present and not tomorrow; 

even if the Master of the two worlds is in front of it, it does not see 

that treasure.  

(C) [1611 - 1616] If a particle of that sun, a drop of the sea of unity, 

or a handful of dust were His messengers, the sun and the seven 

heavens of the world become obedient to Him. When Ādam strove 

to perform the Divine Commands, the Divine Angels prostrated to 

that dust. The splitting of the sky was for the eye which had opened 

to the Divine Secrets. Dust becomes sediment under water, yet this 

dust quickly travels the heavens and the skies.  

(D) [1617 - 1624] What occurs in the world is naught but the will of 

the compassionate Creator. When He wills, elements transform into 

their opposite. He makes air and fire low and makes the thorn 

superior to the flower, for He is the one ―who does what He 

wishes‖; whatever He wills, He does. He told the man, who was 

made from dust: open your wings and travel to the height of 

meaning; and He told Satan, who was created from fire: engage in 

your deception and wrongdoing under the seventh level of the earth.  

(E) [1625 - 1632] All h states: I am not the four temperaments or 

the first cause; rather, I am eternal and constantly influence the 

world of existence. My action is without cause and is independent, 

as even my provision has no cause. Whenever I will, I transform my 
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habits: I tell the sea to become filled with fire; I command the 

mountain to become light like a feather; I command the sky to tear 

and fall down; I tell the sun to come close to the moon and then I 

turn them both dark like a cloud. 

Section 2. 1633-1719 (77): ‘How a philosopher showed disbelief at 

the recitation of (the text), "if your water shall have sunk into the 

ground."‘  

(A) [1633 - 1641] A reciter of the Quran was reciting a verse which 

has the following meaning: if water were to stop gushing forth from 

the spring and hide in the earth, who would guide people to flowing 

water? Only All h is capable of such a task. Upon hearing these 

verses a lowly person who appeared to be a philosopher, claimed 

that in this case, one could bring water forth from the earth with an 

axe. At night, in the dream world, a courageous man struck this 

lowly person in the face and blinded him. The man who had 

attacked him told him to cure his blindness with an axe if he was 

truthful. When he awoke from sleep, he was blind in both eyes.  

(B) [1642 - 1650] If that man who seemed like a philosopher had 

asked for forgiveness in the Divine Court with humility, he would 

have recovered his sight by Divine Grace. However, even asking for 

forgiveness is not in our hands and the pleasure of repentance does 

not encompass every ignorant person. A wrong deed and the denial 

of All h closed the door of repentance to his heart; his heart had 

become hard like a stone and was incapable of being planted with 

the seed of repentance. Where is a person like Shu‗ayb, whose 

supplication turns the mountain into dust in order for it to be tilled? 

Because of Abraham‘s need and belief, passing through the fire 

became possible for him, and by the striving of the Prophet, rocky 

ground turned into a productive farm. The denial of the one without 

belief turns pure gold into copper, peace to war and fertile earth to 

arid ground.  

(C) [1651 - 1656] Not every heart has the permission to prostate 

and repents, for Divine Mercy does not encompass every sinner. Do 
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not sin with the hope of the acceptance of repentance, for 

repentance must be accompanied by the tears of the eye and fire and 

burning of the heart; otherwise, the fire of Divine Threat, Anger and 

Wrath will befall you. How does the greenery of the eagerness of 

union with All h grow, and how do the springs of Divine 

Knowledge gush forth?  

(D) [1657 - 1664] The flower‘s telling secrets to the grass, the 

violet‘s covenant with the grass, the opening of the sycamore‘s 

hands in supplication, the raising of the heads of the trees towards 

the sky, the blossom‘s scent in spring, the unveiling of the tulip‘s 

countenance, the spreading of the flower‘s pollens, the cuckoo‘s 

loving call in search of truth, the stork‘s call of ―O Helper, the 

world belongs to You,‖—the design of the earth and the sky is all 

from Your court of benevolence and mercy. It is only by His will 

that the dust reveals the hidden secrets, and the garden becomes 

illuminated like the sky, as the kingly garments of the earth and the 

skies are all the bestowals from the benevolent court of All h.  

(E) [1665 - 1669] All this beauty and gentleness is a sign from that 

One Witness, and the witnessing of that sign is the reward of the 

worshipper who has attained union. Only the one who has met the 

King is filled with joy from seeing that sign, for those who are 

deprived of this knowledge do not attain consciousness. The spirit 

which has drunk from the Divine Wine is familiar with its scent; 

therefore, on the Day of Alast, that spirit becomes filled with joy 

from the meeting with All h. For, the lost wisdom of the believer 

and the guide of the seekers of unity is in the Divine Court.  

(F) [1670- 1679] In the dream world, a polite person gives you a 

promise and a sign which points to the granting of your need: 

tomorrow you have a meeting with a rider who will embrace you 

and stand before you, smiling respectfully. The other sign is that 

you do not repeat your dream to anyone else, even as All h 

commanded Zacharīyā, the father of prophet John(Yahyā), not to 

communicate with people for three days and three nights other than 
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through signs, after which John (Yahyā) came into existence. He 

will give you many such signs in the dream world.  

(G) [1680 - 1686] The signs of having attained the spiritual domain 

and power that you request of All h are tears at night and the 

proclamation of need at dawn. Without those signs your days will 

be dark, and like those who give their life sincerely on the path of 

All h, you will give your wealth, sleep, comfort and even life on 

His path. There are numerous sufferings on the path of Divine 

Love.  

(H) [1687 - 1696] On the day following that dream, excited and 

filled with hope and fear, you run in every direction in search of that 

sign, yet you cannot state the reason for you fear and excitement, 

and you equate not finding that sign with your own death. You gaze 

intently into the face of every rider, to the extent that they consider 

you insane. You tell them you are a lover who has lost his 

companion.  

(I) [1697 - 1703] When you rise seriously to the task of finding 

what you seek, you will see the rider of your dream and he will hold 

you in a deep embrace. You will become unconscious from the 

extent of joy, but he who is ignorant of these states will call you a 

deceptive hypocrite, for he is unaware of the signs of union with 

All h. This sign is for he who has seen it in another world. 

Whenever a sign from All h reaches him, a new spirit is breathed 

into him, for these signs are the signs of the Divine Book.  

(J) [1704 - 1708] The signs of the essence of the prophets are 

specific to the spirit that is familiar with All h. I am so restless as a 

result of the love of All h that I do not have the strength to recount 

the signs.  

(K) [1709 - 1714] Besides revealing prosperity and omens, stars 

have various effects that influence the fortune of human beings. The 

one whose ruling planet Jupiter is exuberant from joy and greatness. 
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But the one whose ruling planet is Saturn must be wary of every 

mischief.  

(L) [1715 - 1719] All h said: ―Remember All h.‖ When All h saw 

His servants in the fire of forgetfulness, He bestowed light upon 

them (so that they would be able to see the Divine Beauty). All h 

says: ―Although I am exalted above your dhikr (invocation, 

remembrance) and your imaginations are not deserving of me, the 

person who is drunk by my thought and imagination never 

discovers my Essence without an example.‖ The physical imagining 

of the Divine Essence is an imperfect imagination; and true 

description is devoid of physical imaginations. What does he, who 

in praise of that King calls Him the weaver, know of All h‘s unique 

rank and stature? 

Section 3. 1720-1749 (30): ‘How Moses, on whom be peace, took 

offence at the prayer of the shepherd.‘  

(A) [1720 - 1726] Moses came across a shepherd who prayed in this 

fashion, ―O All h, where are you so that I may become your servant 

and comb your hair, cleans your clothes, bring you milk, kiss your 

hands and sweep your place? O you, to whom may my goats be 

sacrificed!‖ Moses asked the shepherd who the subject of this 

strange talk was.  

(B) [1727 - 1747] When Moses heard the reply of the shepherd, he 

told him ―Stop this futile talk; you are a disbeliever, not a Muslim. 

The scent of your disbelief has made the world foul-smelling and 

has worn down the silk apparel of religion. What you have said is 

only deserving of yourself. If you do not close your mouth, the fire 

of Divine Wrath will burn everyone. The friendship of the ignorant 

is indeed an enmity, and All h is not in need of this form of 

worship. All h does not have a body such that He is need of milk 

and shoes. Even a special servant, in regards to whom All h says, 

‗He is Me and I am him‘ does not say such things. The possession 

of hands and legs is praise for us the creations, but is defilement for 
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All h. He neither begets nor is He begotten. Physical body belongs 

to this accidental world and each accident requires a creator.‖  

(C) [1748 - 1749] ―Moses, my mouth is sown,‖ answered the 

shepherd, ―My spirit burns with remorse.‖ Thereupon, he tore his 

cloths and went to the desert. 

Section 4. 1750-1771 (22): ‗How All h, Most High, rebuked Moses, 

on whom be peace, on account of the shepherd.‘  

(A) [1750 - 1754] Moses was told through Divine Revelation, ―You 

separated My servant from Me. Have you come in order to create 

union or separation? I have bestowed upon each individual a way 

and a method which is suitable for and specific only to him. 

Although such a method of worship is praise and nectar to him, it is 

condemnation and poison for you.  

(B) [1755 - 1763] My Essence is devoid of any purity or impurity 

and is not in need of any form of worship. Worship is not for My 

benefit; rather, it is for the benefit of My servants, so that they may 

have My favour and forgiveness. The ways of the people of India 

are suitable for them and those of the people of Sindh are suitable 

for them. I do not become sanctified by their praise. They 

themselves become purified by this. Beyond their speech, I am 

aware of their state and inner reality and their humble hearts, for the 

heart is the essence and speech is but accident. I desire love and 

burning, not speech and words filled with unreal mysteries. Fill 

your spirit with the fire of Divine Love and burn thought and speech 

altogether. 

(C) [1764 - 1771] O Moses, those who know etiquette are of one 

kind and those whose spirits are burnt by Divine Love are of 

another. Excuse the lovers of All h who are constantly burning in 

My love, even if they say something which is mistaken. They are 

exempt from blame, like the martyr who does not need ritual 

washing or a shroud, or prayer in the Ka‘bah where there is no rule 

concerning the qiblah (direction of prayer). Do not fault the drunk, 
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asking those whose clothes are torn to pieces to fix their clothes is 

wrong. The creed of love is far superior to any other creed and is 

the religion and creed of the lovers of All h.‖ 

Section 5. 1772-1815 (44): ‘How the (Divine) Revelation came to 

Moses, on whom be peace, excusing that shepherd.‘  

(A) [1772 - 1776] After that, All h informed Moses of unspeakable 

secrets; that by receiving those Divine Secrets, Moses lost control 

of himself many times and flew from pre-eternity to post-eternity. 

Henceforth, whatever is said in this regard arises from ignorance, 

for describing Divine Secrets and knowledge is above human 

knowledge and understanding. Revealing the secrets and realities 

will destroy the foundation of human intellect, and writing them 

will break pens. 

(B) [1777 - 1782] Moses rushed urgently towards the desert in order 

to find the trail of the bewildered shepherd who was of the lovers of 

All h. He moved at such speed that dust rose from the plants of the 

desert. The footsteps of lovers are different from that of others. 

Sometimes, like the rook in chess, the lover moves from highs to 

lows, and at other times, like the elephant, he moves across. At 

times he moves upwards like a wave, and at other times, like a fish 

he moves on his stomach. At times he writes his state on the dust, 

and at other times, he speaks of the future like a fortune-teller.  

(C) [1783 - 1786] Finally, Moses found the shepherd and told him, 

―All h has permitted you to worship and praise Him in your own 

way and without any form of education. You may say whatever you 

wish, for your belief is exactly like the religion, and your religion is 

the light of the spirit. You have kept yourself and the inhabitants of 

the world safe from Divine Punishment. According to Divine 

Command, you are safe from any punishment; say whatever you 

wish without fear.‖  

(D) [1787 - 1793] ―I have gone beyond losing myself,‖ said the 

shepherd, ―And am now drenched in the blood of the heart and am 
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the martyr of His Love. I have passed the Lote Tree of the 

Uttermost End (the highest spiritual station of the mystic, referred 

to in the Qur‘ānic account of the Prophet‘s Mi‗rāj). My degradation 

is in consciousness, and my ascent towards the Beloved has sprung 

from my unawareness of virtual existence. Your rebuking words 

moved me past the Divine Realm; my state now is beyond speech, 

as the lamentation of the reed is not from the reed but from the reed-

player.‖  

(E) [1794 - 1804] Consider your praise of and gratitude to the 

Divine Court like that shepherd‘s futile praise. Although your 

gratefulness is superior to that of the shepherd, it is imperfect and 

incomplete in comparison to the station of All h. All h‘s acceptance 

of your prayer and worship is due to Divine Benevolence and 

Mercy, and not because your worship is deserving of acceptance. 

Your prayers are polluted by excuses and allegories. The inner 

impurity and evil can only be removed from man by Divine 

Benevolence. I wish you would have contemplated the meaning of 

the prayer of your prostration and considered it undeserving like 

your being, and asked for good rewards from All h. The earth 

represents Divine Patience: it removes impurities, blossoms with 

flowers, and conceals the evil of mankind, and in exchange buds 

grow up from it.  

(F) [1805 - 1815] Upon realising that he is lower and less than dust 

in giving and generosity, and that no flower or fruit has grown from 

his being, the disbeliever declares: I have gone backwards. I wish I 

were like the dust so that I could grow a seed. What has been the 

product of my journey from the dust? The disbeliever‘s desire 

inclines towards the dust; as such, in his journey, he does not evolve 

from dust. The backwards journey of the disbeliever is due to greed, 

and the turning of the believer towards All h comes from 

truthfulness and spiritual need. While the desire and the turning of 

the plant to the world above is the sign of life, and its turning 

towards the earth portrays its deficiency, the spirit‘s desire for the 

superior world is a sign of its exaltation, perfection and its final 
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destination. However, if it turns towards the earth, it is of those who 

have disbelieved and All h does not love those who disbelieve.  

Section 6. 1816-1877 (62): ‘How Moses, on whom be peace, asked 

All h, Most High, (to explain) the secret of the predominance of the 

unjust.’  

(A) [1816 - 1820] Moses asked All h the reason for man‘s creation 

from water and dust and then the placing of the seed of corruption, 

decay and destruction within him. Lighting the fire of oppression, 

corruption and decay caused the burning of mosques and those who 

prostrate, and in the end, causes pain, suffering and humiliation.  

(B) [1821 - 1824] Moses was certain of the wisdom of the Divine 

Will, and this certainty called him to silence; but in order to see for 

himself and for the sake of his heart being reassured, he asked 

All h, and the desire of seeing All h made him restless and excited. 

By revealing His secret to the angels, All h showed them the 

poison‘s deliciousness, and by revealing the light of Ādam‘s 

knowledge to them, the angels came to understand Ādam‘s virtues 

and superiority. 

(C) [1825 - 1834] O All h, the resurrection reveals the secret of 

death, as the fruits reveal the secret of the leaf. The beginning and 

introduction of perfection is imperfection, as blood and the foetus 

are the secret of the human being‘s beauty. All h first cleared man‘s 

heart like clearing the tablet in order to write on it, and turned the 

man‘s abject tears into blood, and then He transformed the human 

being into the place of the manifestation of His Secrets. In order to 

reach thirst-quenching water, a well must be dug and dust and dirt 

must be removed from the heart of the earth.  

(D) [1835 - 1840] Hardships and pain are a prelude to the comfort 

of the human being, just as bitterness is the introduction to 

sweetness. Heaven is covered by abstaining from that which we 

dislike, and hell is attained by lust. The fire of lust burns the human 

being, but the heavenly pool of Kawthar is the station of the one 
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who has been burnt by the fire of asceticism. Greed and lust make 

the human being the captive of the prison of affliction, and jihād 

against the nafs and bearing its pain turns the human being‘s 

residence into a majestic palace.  

(E) [1841 - 1848] The spiritual eye sees without any need for a 

cause. However, the eye that is the prisoner of the sense, is in need 

of causes. The spirit, which is outside the material elements, moves 

from the imprisonment of causes and sees the springs of the 

miracles of the prophets. The causes are like a lamp and flint. At 

night, place a new flint in your lamp; however, consider the rays of 

the sun to be above material causes. Plaster your roof, but know that 

the roof of the sky is undefiled by plaster. By the arrival of day, the 

sweetness of nighttime companionship with All h comes to an end. 

The moon manifests itself at night time, so do not come in search of 

the beloved without the pain of the heart.  

(F) [1849 - 1860] You have left Jesus (the Intellect of the 

Resurrection / spirit) and have engaged in nourishing and raising the 

donkey (carnal soul / body), and as a result, have been left outside 

the veil of knowledge. You respond to the sigh and moan of that 

donkey, whereas you should have compassion towards Jesus(spirit) 

and not the donkey(coul). Let the animalistic nature cry and thereby 

pay your spirit‘s loan. For years, you have been the prisoner of the 

donkey(nafs). Your intelect has also taken on the same nature of 

your soul, and is only aware of the soul‘s nourishment. As the 

donkey (nafs) becomes of the same nature of the heart, it seeks 

residence in the station of the wise, for by the dominance of the 

Intellect of the Resurrection, the body becomes powerless. As a 

result of the weakness of the Intellect of Resurrection, the withered 

donkey of the soul(nafs) becomes like a dragon.  

(G) [1861 - 1870] Even if you are pained by Jesus (the spiritual 

guide), do not turn your back on him, for your health is from him. O 

breath of Jesus, how can you come to terms with so much pain; 

even though no treasure is without a snake? Day and night you help 
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ignorant human beings. Like the illuminating sunshine, shine on us 

deceptive and thieving hypocrites. We add to the vinegar but you 

add to the honey, for we showed what we deserved.  

(H) [1871 - 1877] Your heart is burning from the fire of oppression, 

and you constantly say ―O All h, guide my nation.‖ If they set fire 

to you who are like aloeswood, the world is filled with your 

beautiful scent. Your oppression is better than the loyalty of others, 

for the oppression and disloyalty of the wise is far better than the 

loyalty of the ignorant. The Prophet said, ―The enmity of the wise is 

better than the compassion and benevolence of the ignorant.‖ 

Section 7. 1878-1931 (54): ‘How an Emir harassed a sleeping man 

into whose mouth a snake had entered.’  

(A) [1878 - 1893] A wise horse rider came upon a snake that was 

entering the mouth of a sleeping man, but he could not prevent the 

snake from going in. As intellect had always been his companion, 

he struck the man with a few powerful blows of his mace and 

forced him eat a load of rotten apples. Screaming, the man 

demanded an explanation for the rider‘s actions, and protested his 

innocence. He cursed the rider repeatedly, but the rider continued 

striking him and would not allow him to cease running. The man 

became weak and sleepy, and his whole body was injured. Finally, 

he began to vomit, and in so doing, vomited all that he had eaten, 

including the snake.  

(B) [1894 - 1910] When the man saw the snake, it was as if he had 

forgotten all of his pain and suffering. He thanked the righteous 

rider profusely and said to him, ―In reality, I was nothing more than 

a dead man; yet you, like the angel of mercy, gave me life anew. 

You were after me like a compassionate mother, yet I was fleeing 

like a donkey. Blessed is he who sees you or happens to pass your 

way. What nonsense I said! For, if I had been aware of my state, I 

would not have spoken as such. You hit me constantly in silence, 

and as such, I became distressed, lost my mind and uttered much 

nonsense. Please forgive me.‖ ―If I had made the slightest 
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indication,‖ replied the wise rider, ―You would have died from 

fright.‖ 

(C) [1911 - 1920] Prophet Muḥammad said: If I were to describe 

the enemy within human beings, even the bravest of them would 

lose consciousness from fear and would not be able to think. They 

would not even have the strength to do dhikr (invocation), 

supplicate, pray or fast. As such, without speaking of this matter, I 

educate them. As the Divine Hand is the highest of hands and He 

Himself has referred to me as His Hand, even my hand has passed 

the seventh heaven and I am a Divine Hand.  

(D) [1921 - 1922] The reason for these descriptions is man‘s limited 

intellect, for how can one describe the power of the Prophet? When 

you rise from the sleep of ignorance, you will come to know these 

secrets.  

(E) [1923 - 1929] ―You were in such a bad state,‖ said the rider, 

―That you were not capable of eating or moving, not even of 

vomiting; so, disregarding your curses, I carried out my work and 

was imploring All h to make my task easy for me. I neither had 

permission to state the reason for my actions, nor was I permitted to 

leave you; so, at every moment, painfully I would say, ―O All h, 

guide my nation to the straight path, for they do not know.‖ The 

man, free from pain and suffering, called the rider his treasure and 

prosperity, and asked All h to reward the rider, for he himself was 

unable to thank him and praise his benevolence and mercy.  

(F) [1930 - 1931] The enmity of the wise is such that even their 

poison brings joy, yet the friendship of the ignorant person causes 

pain, suffering and misguidance, as will be shown in the next story. 
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Analysis of Discourse Four 

Key words of Discourse Four: 

Bilqīs, the Hoopoe and Solomon, intellect, seeing and not seeing, 

destiny, repentance, ―sign‖, horoscope, king, ―Moses, the Shepherd 

and All h‖, disbelief, union and separation, essence and accident, 

love, the nation of love, wanderer, ‘Ilm al-Yaqīn, ‘Ayn al-Yaqīn, 

secret, Moses and the donkey, soul and intellect, the hand of All h 

is above their hand, and the poison of the intelligent. 

In Discourse Four, the famous story of Moses and the shepherd 

(which is the principal story) and the related sections are all 

connected. The structure of this discourse, by emphasising on 

section four as the central section, is organised chiasmically, taking 

the form ABCDCBA.   

Sections one and seven are parallel with the topic "Seeing with 

spiritual eye and the sensible eye" in that they both discuss seeing 

the spiritual realities versus simply seeing the sensory appearance. 

In section one, Bilqīs sees the hoopoe with the spiritual eye and sees 

it as a messenger from the supernatural world, while the 

disbelievers see the Prophet Muḥammad as an ordinary human 

being and not a Divine Prophet.  

In section seven, with his spiritual eye, the emir discerns the 

conditions in a way that is not possible for those who are asleep, 

and the Prophet Muḥammad is portrayed as being in proximity to 

the Divine, and clearly seeing his nation‘s status and position. 

Sections two and six are structurally parallel. Section two begins 

with the would-be philosopher who didn‘t believe in Divine Will, 

who ultimately goes blind; although, the final verses include signs 

of a Perfect Guide or a prophet. Section six begins with Moses‘ 

question to All h regarding the creation of mankind and placing the 

seed of corruption and destruction within him. Then it explains 

some of the causes in terms of spiritual guidance. As such, these 
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two sections are parallel in their discussion of blind positivism and 

spiritual and prophetic guidance.  

Sections three, four, and five discuss the story of Moses and the 

Shepherd. Sections three and five are parallel. Section three is the 

beginning of the story, where Moses reprimands the shepherd due 

to the shepherd‘s very physical conception of All h. 

Section five is the conclusion of the story. By Divine Command, 

Moses goes to the shepherd and gives him the glad tidings that he 

may worship All h in any way that he wishes. However, the 

shepherd says that he is gone beyond loosing himself and has even 

passed the Lote Tree of the Uttermost End (the Qur‘ānic sidrat al-

muntahā, the highest spiritual station of the mystic).  

This parallelism explains two forms of spiritual blindness: first, the 

physical imaginations of the shepherd‘s mind; second, Moses‘ trust 

of the religious forms, traditions and covenants, beyond 

understanding the spiritual realities. The ways of curing both forms 

of blindness are discussed in section five.  

Section four contains the central message of the discourse: the 

vision of All h is revealed in the Divine Revelation addressed to 

Moses. First, All h tells him that the mission of the Divine Prophets 

is to connect human beings with All h and not to sever them from 

Him by reprimanding them and focusing on the formal aspect of 

religion. 

Second, the traditions and customs of the people of heart are 

different, thus, homogenisation must be avoided; each individual 

must speak with All h on the basis of their state and language which 

is specific to them, for He desires passion and not phrases and 

slogans which are religious in appearance yet empty of ecstasy, 

intoxication and love.  

Third, All h does not pay attention to the language and speech of 

people, but rather, focuses on their hearts, for the essence of human 
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beings is their heart. Fourth, love is the highest and most exalted 

rank of spirituality. The behaviour and states of lovers are different 

from other forms of religiosity such as that of theologians, jurists 

and philosophers because lovers are burned up in the Divine Love. 

‗‗O Moses, they that know the conventions are of one sort, they 

whose souls and spirits burn are of another sort. 

The religion of Love is apart from all religions: for lovers, the 

(only) religion and creed is— All h ‖
4
 

There is another important parallel, between sections one and six. In 

section one, All h is described as omnipotent, ―and whatever He 

wills, that will happen‖. In section six, Moses asks about the 

existential cause of creations (both living and inanimate) and in the 

end, concludes that ―whatever the Divine Will decides, that will 

happen‖, for He is beyond causes and reasons.  

From a thematic perspective, sections two and seven are also 

parallel in their discussion of mystics who do not speak of their 

spiritual unveilings. This issue is not only emphasised in these two 

sections, but also appears in the introduction of the Second Book of 

the Mathnawī.  

Another issue which is emphasised in the parallelism of sections 

two and seven (although with less importance), is repentance and 

asking for Divine Forgiveness, which does not encompass 

everyone; for example, the man who appears like a philosopher (in 

section two) is not able to repent, while the slumbering man (in 

section seven) is able to.  
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Rūmī develops ten themes in Discourse Four: 

1. Intellect and sense: this contrasting pair represents the difference 

between having deep insight and seeing superficially with worldly 

vision (section one). 

 

2. Destiny: represents All h‘s absolute domination and is portrayed 

with many moving examples (section one). 

 

3. Material and spiritual signs: symbolize the continuation of the 

generosity, mercy, favour and grace of the King of Existence 

(section two contains many examples). 

 

4. Not being able to repent: this is the sign of having a black heart 

(Section two).  

 

5. The friendship of the fool is enmity in itself: this represents the 

contrasting outcomes of friendship (sections three and four). The 

shepherd expresses friendship to All h in a language which does not 

seem appropriate. Moses reprimands the shepherd, telling him that 

All h is not in need of such worship, upon which Moses is 

reprimanded by All h: 

―Didst thou come (as a prophet) to unite, or didst thou come to 

sever?‖
5
  

In this story, Rūmī retells a part of the secrets of the unseen which 

we cannot discuss. 

 

6. The shepherd‘s supplication: this represents the ecstasy and 

hidden connection of the lovers who appear to be part of the masses 

(section four). 

 

7. Shepherd: the shepherd symbolizes of the wanderer of the path of 

All h (section five). His story illustrates that wandering and 

lovesickness on the path of All h does not require extensive 

discussion, but rather, requires love and ―being distraught‖, and not 

the sycophancy of the eulogists and the pseudo-Sūfīs.  
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8. The whole story of Moses and the shepherd: this story represents 

the existence of veils of light, even between All h and prophets 

(sections three, four and five). Rūmī writes, 

 ―How often will you say, when the lid has been raised, ―This was 

not what they were thinking (it was)!‖
6
 

9. The allegory of Jesus and the donkey: this sophisticated and 

multifaceted communication with different capacities represents of 

the relationship between the mount and rider; spirit and body; 

nature and intellect; and soul and intellect. These relationships are 

complex and multidimensional, and have varying degrees of 

potential.  

10. How an emir harassed a sleeping man: this story illustrates that 

the reprimand of the intelligent is the cause of the joyfulness of the 

spirit. (section seven). In contrast to this story, Rūmī discusses the 

result of friendship with the fools in the beginning of Discourse 

Five in the story of the man and the bear. 
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Interpretation of Discourse Four (Verses 1601 – 1931) 

The fourth discourse is comprised of seven sections, all of which 

have thematic unity. The longest story, ―Moses and the Shepherd‖, 

and the context of the story are centred on the problem of seeing 

and the rank of ‘Ilm al-Yaqīn (―The Knowledge of Certainty‖). 

Bilqīs symbolizes the wayfarer who has quick understanding and is 

obedient; Solomon and Aḥmad are the symbols of the Perfect Guide 

and the Pīr respectively; the philosopher is the symbol of the partial 
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intellect; the shepherd is the symbol of the spiritual wayfarer who is 

in love and intoxicated (attracted or majdhūb); Moses is the symbol 

of the guide who possesses the rank of ‘Ain al-Yaqīn (―the 

Knowledge of Certainty‖), and the emir symbolizes of the wise. 

This discourse contains one of the most famous stories of the 

Mathnawī (Moses and the Shepherd), and includes several 

important points concerning the knowledge All h. 

The true spiritual wayfarer never looks down at his guide; rather, 

through spiritual vision, they observe their guide‘s reality, for 

although the people of All h might seem lowly, in reality they are 

the Divine Strength. The intellect is constantly at war with the 

outward senses, just as the Prophet Muḥammad was with Abū Jahl 

and his companions.  

Those prisoners of the senses considered the Prophet to be an 

ordinary man like themselves and were not able to see his spiritual 

greatness (evidenced by the miracle of splitting the moon in two). 

The eye that is only aware of the senses is the enemy of the intellect 

and religion, and deserves only dust. All h refers to the outward-

seeing eye as blind, idol-worshipping, in opposition to Him; it is 

unable to see the reality of the Sea of Reality and sees only the 

seafloor. 

Those who only see the appearance, do not consider the Perfect 

Human to be anything more than a body. In contrast, however, the 

sun of this world, in exchange for a message from the Sun of 

reality, would become obedient to that particle which delivers the 

message. The seven seas would become the prisoner of the drop that 

acts as the ambassador of the Sea of Unity.  

When human beings, who are naught but a fistful of dust, strive to 

obey All h, the skies and the angels prostrate to them. As the human 

eye opens to Divine Secrets, it will attain knowledge of All h; just 

as the being of the Prophet Muḥammad, with the presence of the 

desire of the soul for the earthly world, by passing the Divine 
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Throne, rushed towards All h. These transformations are all 

bestowed by All h.  

If All h wills, any lowly person can become exalted and any exalted 

person can become lowly. With humility, human beings, who are 

made from dust, became the object of the prostration of the angels 

by the opening of the wings of their intellect; and Satan, who is 

made from fire, was exiled from the Divine Court for seeking 

superiority. ―All h says: I am not the four natural elements and the 

primary cause, and I am established and constant in command and 

domination. All providence is in My Hands, without there being 

need for a cause.‖
7
 

Causes do not have an effect on Divine Power. Rūmī writes 

―Causes have any effect on Divine Pwoer. In the world of creation, 

the Divine Command is carried out through causes. However, it is 

not so that All h is condemned to causes; rather, He will even 

destroy any cause if He ever so wishes.‖
8
  

When the Day of Resurrection arrives, by His Will and Command, 

the seas will become filled with fire and the fire will turn into rose 

gardens. The mountains will turn into wool and the sky will fall. 

The sun will be made like the moon, as He makes the spring of the 

sun dry, and both will become lightless like a dark cloud. He will 

turn the spring of blood into musk, and the sun and the moon will 

become like two black cows, and a yoke will be placed on their 

necks. 

If All h wills, He will make the springs dry up in such a way that no 

one will be able to make them flow again. Those who lose the light 

of their eyes by denying the Divine Will and power can only 

recover their sight by Divine Benevolence and by asking for 

forgiveness. The hardness of the sinner‘s heart prevents it from 

being split open in repentance: ―Then your hearts hardened after 

that, so that they were like rocks rather worse in hardness; and 

surely there are some rocks from which streams burst forth...‖
9
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The Prophet Shu‗ayb‘s prayer turned mountains and rocks into dust 

and as a result of the Prophet Abraham‘s belief and need, the 

impossible became possible, and fire turned into a rose garden. 

Contrary to the prayers of the Prophets and the Friends of All h, the 

denial of Truth, turned gold into copper and turned peace into war, 

because All h does not bestow everyone to ask and prostrate Him. 

Divine Mercy is for those who prostrate with belief and need, not 

for the arrogant. 

Repentance must be accompanied by inward fire and tears, just as 

lightning and clouds are a necessity for the freshness of the rose 

garden. The fire of Divine Wrath and threat will only subside 

through the burning of the heart and the tears of the eyes. The 

attainment of union and nearness will be attained by such sincerely 

repentant spiritual wayfarers, and the springs of wisdom and 

knowledge will burst forth from within them.  

The freshness of the blossom in spring, the blooming of the tulip, 

the scent of the flower, the All h -seeking call of the ring-dove, the 

praise and thanks of the stork, the inner secrets of the dust, the 

shining of the sky; all of these hold signs for the worshipper who 

has attained union. ―Witnessing this sign is the reward of the 

worship and asceticism of the worshipper, for witnessing this sign is 

not possible without worship and asceticism.‖
10

 

The one whose spirit has seen All h on the Day of Alast is 

intoxicated, and in the end, the eternal wisdom will take to the King 

the one who seeks meeting the Divine. When All h wills, the 

spiritual wayfarer reaches his object of desire.  

In the dream world, He will inform him of the signs of the 

realisation of the object of his desire: a laughing rider will place his 

hand on his chest and embrace him. However, he will tell him not to 

tell his dream to anyone, like Zachariah who had been commanded 

to stay silent for three days and to communicate only with signs, 

and that had been a sign for the birth of his son, prophet 

John(Yahya). 
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―These signs are a harbringer of the signs that are upon the horizons 

(af q) and the souls (anfūs).‖
11

 Crying and speaking of needs at 

dawn and in the darkness of the days, uncalculated generosity and 

giving, burning like aloes-wood in the fire and meeting numerous 

calamities; all of these contain signs of hope for the promise which 

has been given to the spiritual wayfarer in the dream world. 

The seeking spiritual wayfarer looks everywhere in his search to 

find the rider. When asked for the reason for his search, he protects 

his secret; for revealing that secret is a sign of his spiritual death, 

whereas attaining what he desires is the sign of his life. When 

spiritual wayfarer starts to seek, he will reach his purpose: the 

promised rider will embrace him. However, when he loses 

consciousness from joy and excitement, those who are uninformed 

of the joy and excitement of union will call him hypocrites. 

This sign in the dream will only be realized for those spiritual 

wayfarers who have seen their purpose in the world of Alast and 

have benefited from His attention in this world as well, such as the 

fish that reaches the water. As such, at every moment, with the 

arrival of a new sign from All h, a new life reaches the spirit of the 

spiritual wayfarer. This is true ―especially of that spirit which 

knows the prophets and saints, for they are the Beautiful Names of 

All h and possess the Divine Attributes.‖
12

 

The verses and signs of All h are innumerable, and the invocation 

of some of them are specifically to guide the wayfarers on the path 

of Ḥaqq, as the felicity and sinister aspects of Jupiter and Saturn are 

not counted. If Jupiter is an individual‘s horoscope, he gains joy and 

happiness, but he who Saturn is his horoscope, should be careful to 

avoid evils.  

―Felicity and sinister are two signs of Divine Grace and Divine 

Wrath. Divine Signs are unlimited, because Divine effusion is 

indefinite and Divine Light and Divine Word are endless.‖
13

 When 

All h saw his servants in fire he freed them from darkness, by the 

Light of His Grace and Mercy. 
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All h is self-sufficient of any prayers. All h‘s description is not 

possible, but who is drunken with image and Fancy, does not 

perceive His Essence without example, just like the shepherd who 

describes All h by physical descriptions. Moses called him a 

disbeliever, that the scent of his disbelief has made the world foul-

smelling and has worn down the silk apparel of religion, and 

because of his sayings the fire of Divine Wrath will burn everyone.  

Moses said to the shepherd that his words are like unbelief and the 

smoke of rebellion is coming from his hellish inward, which 

exposes his dark soul, because All h is self-sufficient of any 

physical description. What comes to the people as integrity and 

praise, for All h is defilement, and He just deserves ‗He begetteth 

not, nor is He begotten‘.  

The body belongs to the world of generation and depravity, and like 

every contingent requires a creator, that is the Necessity Being, 

which is the Unique and the All Rich. ―Human spirit is like a river 

that one side of it is divinity, and the other side is servitude.‖
14

 

When Moses blamed the shepherd, the shepherd tore his cloths and 

went to the desert. Moses was told through Divine Revelation, 

―Why did you separate My servant from Me? You come in order to 

create union, not separation! Never cause people to be separated, 

because in My Court, separation is the worst. 

―Incomparability does not harm me, that at the same time as 

similitude, I am transcendent, and the servant‘s praise is for their 

purification from separation and to achieve nearness.‖
15

 I have 

bestowed upon each individual a way and a method which is 

suitable for and specific only to him. Although such a method of 

worship is praise and nectar to him, it is condemnation and poison 

for you.  

The obedience and worship of the servants, is due to Divine Grace 

and Divine Mercy towards them, for He is self-sufficient of any 

praise, glory and sanctification. ―All h‘s Unique Perfection denies 
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any attribute of Him,‖
16

 but his servants become pure and holy 

through his praise and sanctification .All h considers His servants‘ 

spirit and state, and even though he says a word without modesty, 

He will accept the heart that is blazing of Divine Love, because 

heart is substance and word is accident, as the lover is not expected 

to follow the rules. 

Do not call transgressor, the lover who makes a mistake, such as the 

lover who is martyred and is bloody, has no need to wash. The 

lover‘s fault is superior than one hundred rights, and the lover‘s 

blood is superior to water. Direction and qiblah (direction of 

praying) has no meaning inside Ka’bah, for all directions are 

towards Him.  

The astonished drunken, who is mad of Divine Love, is far from 

any order and arrangement, that the Religion of Love is separated 

from every religion. Divine lovers, do not see and do not know 

anything except Him, and their religion and their creed is Him. The 

ruby of lover‘s existence is so precious even without stamp; that the 

Divine Grace and Divine Mercy are similar for him. 

By receiving those Divine Secrets, Moses lost control of himself 

many times and flew from pre-eternity to post-eternity (maḥv and 

saḥv), and by flying from pre-eternity to the eternity, became aware 

from hidden secrets. The explanation of those secrets is beyond the 

power of reason, thought and writing. ―If I were to occupy myself 

with expounding that subtlety, even the saints who have attained 

God would lose the thread of the discourse. How then is it possible 

to speak of such mysteries and mystic states to mortal men?‖
17

 

Moses rushed urgently towards the desert in order to find the trail of 

the bewildered shepherd who was of the lovers of All h, that the 

footsteps of lovers are different from that of others. Sometimes, 

they moves to the right and sometimes to the left, at times they 

move upwards like a wave, and at other times, like a fish they move 

on their stomach. At times they write their state on the dust and 

leave, for, their followers find them and understand them.  
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Moses rushed urgently towards the desert in order to find the trail of 

the bewildered shepherd who was of the lovers of All h, that the 

footsteps of lovers are different from that of others. Sometimes, 

they moves to the right and sometimes to the left, at times they 

move upwards like a wave, and at other times, like a fish they move 

on their stomach. At times they write their state on the dust and 

leave, for, their followers find them and understand them.  

 ―When the hook of love falls into a man‘s throat, God most High 

draws him gradually so that those bad faculties and blood which are 

in him may go out of him little by little. God graps, and outspreads. 

"There is no God but God": that is the faith of the common folk. 

The faith of the elect is this: "There is no He but He.‖
18

  

The horse of the shepherd‘s soul, passed through the heavens and 

reached the Divine world (l hut) and achieved Union with All h. 

The true spiritual wayfarer does not assume as perfect his own 

praying in the Divine Court, for the acceptance of his prayers by 

All h, is not because of his worthiness, but out of All h’s 

Mercifulness. Even though the human‘s invocations of the divine is 

polluted by similes, but Divine Grace will remove his inner 

pollution. 

The earth represents Divine Patience: it removes impurities, and 

grows flowers instead, but no fruit or flower, grows from the 

disbeliever‘s being that is lesser than the soil, for he is merely 

looking for the corruption of purities. Upon realising this reality, the 

disbeliever declares: I wish I were like the dust so that I could grow 

a seed, because the only product of his journey from the dust, was 

depravity.  

The spirit‘s desire for the superior world is a sign of its exaltation 

and perfection. However, his desire to the material world is a sign 

of his depravity, and All h does not love those who disbelieve. 

Moses asked All h the reason for humanities creation and then the 

placing of the seed of corruption, decay and destruction within 

them: ―consciousness and ‘Ilm al-Yaqīn tell me; do not say, but my 
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desire for the sake of tendency to ‘Ilm al-Yaqīn (to see the reality), 

tells me; ask.‖
19

 

By revealing His secret to the angels, All h showed them the 

poison‘s deliciousness, and by revealing the light of Ādam‘s 

knowledge to them, the angels came to understand Ādam‘s virtues 

and superiority. By clearing lust and material desires from the heart 

of spiritual wayfarers All h illustrated His Secrets on it. The heart 

of the wayfarer, through the guidance of the saints becomes the 

place of the manifestation of Divine secrets. 

Hell is attained by lust, but the one who has been burnt by the fire 

of asceticism will be illuminated by the heavenly pool of Kawthar, 

and will achieve the Heaven. ―The inmate of Hell was forgetful of 

God in the time of his ease and did not remember God; in Hell he 

recollects God night and day ... Inasmuch as the unbelievers in the 

time of their ease do not do this, and since their purpose in being 

created was to recollect God, therefore they go to Hell in order that 

they may remember Him.‖
20

 

The viewer of the Divine world is beyond the relationship of cause 

and effect .The spiritual eye, who only has attention to the Divine 

World, looks beyond the relationship between cause and effect. 

Because of the companionship of the Divine Soul with spiritual 

wayfarer, the night of his material retreat will become the day of 

union with All h.  

The moon manifests itself at night time, if you want Him, go 

forward by pain, eagerness in devotion and need to join Him. ―O 

man, so long as you are engaged in the quest that is created in time, 

which is a human attribute, you remain far from the goal. When you 

quest passes away in God‘s quest overrides your quest, then you 

become a seeker by virtue of God‘s quest.‖
21

 

He, who is captured by his soul, his spirit will be captured by lust 

and material desires, if he leaves the Jesus of the soul (murshid). 

Knowledge and wisdom are appropriate for the owner of Divine 
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Spirit, while the animal soul persuades the spiritual wayfarer 

towards animality. With mastery of the intellect over the animal 

soul, the spiritual wayfarer achieves the state of Divine Spirit, and 

by getting rid of the domination of the soul, he will become 

honourable. 

By companionship with the carnal soul (nafs), the intellect has 

taken the same nature, but by the dominance of the Intellect of the 

Resurrection, the donkey (carnal soul / body) becomes powerless. 

The keen spiritual wayfarer does not turn his back on spiritual 

guide, even if he is pained by him. The perfect human, despite the 

jealousy of the companions (like Joseph and the jealousy of his 

brothers and Jesus in confronting the denying Jews), shines like the 

sun on the people of the world (captives of deceit, hypocrisy, and 

hypocrisy).  

The Perfect human is like a mine of aloes wood that fills the world 

with his fragrant, by setting fire to himself. Although he is not such 

an aloes wood to be diminished, nor a soul to be captive of grief, 

because Divine Light never decreases, and in the state of the Origin 

Light, the Perfect Sun does not crash by an insignificant breath. The 

Perfect human is the cause of heavens‘ adornment and his 

oppression and disloyalty is far better than the loyalty of the 

ignorant, because the enmity of the wise is better than the 

compassion and benevolence of the ignorant. 

The story of saving the sleeping man, who a wise horse rider stuck 

him and forced him to run, because a snake was entering his mouth, 

is an allegory about a wayfarer‘s carnal soul (nafs), that the spiritual 

guide by seeing his condition, frees him from the evil of his soul, 

through mortification. After salvation, the spiritual disciple thanks 

the righteous rider (spiritual murshid) profusely, which saved him 

from the evil of his snake trait soul (nafs). The soul-worshiper by 

fleeing from the prophets and saints, goes toward destruction, even 

though the Kings of guidance, direct the ignorant wayfarer aright, 

by a silent and assured appearance. 
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In spite of keeping him safe, Pir does not mention the secrets, and 

without speaking, educate the spiritual wayfarer, maybe by opening 

his inner eye, finally sees the reality (ḥaqiqat).  

Thus, the impossible can be achieved by the Perfect Man, that All h 

Himself has referred to him as His Hand. The hand that has passed 

the seventh heaven, like the Prophet‘s hand that divided the moon 

into two halves. Thanking the Perfect Murshid is beyond the power 

of the spiritual wayfarer, so he says: ―Be worthy of Divine Favour 

and gain rewards from Him.‖
22

 The enmity of the wise brings joy 

and freedom, yet the friendship of the ignorant person causes pain, 

suffering and misguidance.  
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The Possibility of Salvation for the Religious Other: 

Islam and the Problem of Monopoly on Heaven 
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Abstract 

Arguing that the universal transreligious logic of salvation 

and felicity is linked to a set of values/commitments shared 

across traditions by men qua men – men made in the image 

of God or oriented towards the Good – means 

salvation/felicity is an opportunity vouchsafed to all and in 

no way predominantly determined by one‘s birth in 

particular race or religion. Applying this to Islamic 

tradition to illustrate and engage this complex problem of 

religious other often assumed to be excluded from 

salvation on scriptural grounds, it is argued that close 

scrutiny of such notions as faith, salvation, What does 

salvation consist in needs to be clarified at both theological 

and philosophical planes to help understand what is really 

at stake in the debate and how far we are from resolving 

the debate on salvation of religious other. 

Keywords: Salvation, Islam, religions.  
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Introduction  

It is usually taken for granted by vast number of believers of many 

religions that they are more likely to end up in heaven. Belief in 

their dogma is assumed to be the key to salvation. Believers of other 

religions are less likely to find grace or heaven as their access to 

salvific truth is questionable. The problem of ―party spirit‖ amongst 

believers of different communities has been so pernicious. The 

founder for process theology A. N. Whitehead‘s remark that ―There 

is no greater hindrance to the progress of thought than an attitude of 

irritated party-spirit‖
1
 coupled with his suggested remedy that ―A 

clash of doctrine is not a disaster, it is an opportunity‖
2
 call for a 

hearing from the pulpit and representatives of orthodoxy who have 

been only in principle or theory open to the possibility of salvation 

of religious other. This paper seeks to approach the question of 

salvation in this background and examine if the very notion of 

salvation has been sufficiently examined to let us resolve the 

reigning debate on restricted access to heaven. Before examining 

the notions of salvation and felicity, it may be helpful to note the 

following description, from the Christian world, of what it means to 

suspect someone‘s credentials of faith required for entry to heaven 

(that applies to psychological attitude of Muslims as well): 

I saw that although she tried to hide it, the Orthodox Church 

regarded as enemies everyone who did not adopt the same outward 

symbols and expressions of faith as she. And it had to be this way 

because, first of all, the assertion that you live in a lie while I live in 

the truth is the most cruel thing one person can say to another, and, 

secondly, because a man who loves his children and his brothers 

cannot but regard as enemies those who want to convert his children 

and his brothers to a false faith. 

  

 

Salvation as Felicity in Islam 

http://www.azquotes.com/quote/953939
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/953939
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/953939
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/560614
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/560614
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The Quran does explicitly at one place (40:41) use the word 

salvation and invokes it implicitly at many places and gives it 

central importance if we construe by it saving people from the 

wages of life of heedlessness/ingratitude/sin – hell. Although it has 

been surmised that Islam‘s understanding of salvation in terms of 

escape from the fires of Hell by following God‘s guidance (huda) is 

divergent from Christianity‘s understanding of salvation in terms of 

redemption from sin, it could be shown that the two views converge 

in significant sense. Wages of sin are death; our very birth involves 

a sort of transgression of equilibrium and exile from the joyous 

unity. Grace ultimately saves in both Islam and Christianity. And 

sin understood with mystics and existentialist theologians can be 

shown to be central to religious and thus Islamic weltanschuung. 

Coward notes that the forms derived from the root word for najat 

often occur in the Quran ―expressing deliverance from [worldly] 

calamities and occasionally in connection with eternal salvation.‖ 

(Coward, 2003: 59).
3
 He quotes M. A. Quasem who makes the link 

of salvation and guidance from Islam quite clear: ―Scripture is 

guidance for mankind and what this guidance aims at is his 

salvation, whether in this world or the world to come. This salvation 

is the central theme of ... the Qur‘an.
4
 (Coward, 2003: 60). 

The Quran‘s use of the term felicity and not salvation doesn‘t mean 

it takes lightly or rejects the notion of sin and the association 

between sin and salvation or doesn‘t register protest over man‘s 

sorry moral record or that the reign of intelligence that saves isn‘t 

affected by concupiscence or Adam‘s predilection or transgression 

isn‘t ipso facto shared by every man by virtue of participating in 

Adamic nature. Given the nature of metaphysical knowledge that 

ground faith and felicity, it is also to be noted with Eliade that in 

traditional Indian understanding, there is always a soteriological 

purpose in metaphysical knowledge (Eliade 1970: 13).
5
 Moksa 

orientation of philosophy as cultivated in not India but Greece and 

Muslim lands is well known. In fact all knowledge is ideally to 

facilitate access to the divine in traditional view. Wittgenstein had 

also pointed out that the point of religious experience is to feel 
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absolutely safe. Thus salvation understood more broadly as safety 

from/overcoming the dominion of sin/sorrow/alienation/separation 

from the depths of being whose wages are death or life of quiet 

despair or life lost in centrifugal passions. 

Ismail Raji al-Faruqi‘s assertion that there is no concept of salvation 

in Islam may well prove to be misleading for many; Islam is all for 

salvation from the human predilection to heedlessness from which 

all sin takes birth. Islam doesn‘t posit saviour figure but it clearly 

recognizes the saving power of faith, love and submission to 

truth/the authority of non-self/God of which prophets are 

providential exemplars. Jesus doesn‘t save by a fiat but through the 

agency of faith in love of which he is an embodiment. It is love that 

saves and faith in that embrace by love. In the Islamic tradition a 

condition for perfection of faith that mediates felicity is loving the 

prophets more than oneself. The deep structure of salvific theory is 

shared across traditions – it is an act of submission to the truth of 

non-self/Other/Buddha/Tao/Divine Will/Nomos. It can dispense 

with details or conceptual structures of various theologies and, with 

Pannikar and Stace, we can agree on using the word mystery. As 

Pannnikar wrote: ―The word ‗mystery‘, though it belongs to a 

certain tradition, stands for that ‗thing‘ which is called by many 

names and is experienced in many forms; thus it can be called 

neither one nor many. The problem of the one and many appears at 

the second stage, when the conceptualizing mind starts functioning 

in a particular way.‖
6
 Major contributors of theorization of religion 

and the question of salvation such as Panikkar have also distanced 

themselves from more popular understanding of soteriological 

question and redefined it in terms that echo the Quranic expression 

falah (felicity). Pannikar defines a ‗religion‘ as any ―set of practices 

and/or doctrines (orthopraxis and orthodoxy) which one believes 

will lead one to the liberation or fulfilment of one‘s being‖ 

(Pannikar, 1974:515).
7
 As Komulainen notes, Pannikar rarely uses 

the concept of salvation and sees all soteriological expressions as 

―tautologies—every human being is in any case pursuing the 

fullness of his being.‖
8
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Given the Quran has primarily used the term felicity and rarely the 

term salvation for the issue here debated, it needs to be reflected 

upon why and its consequences for the debate in pluralism. It is 

clear that the term felicity/flourishing recalls in a significant sense 

Greek view of eudomonia and we know Muslim philosophers did 

expound on the later. Felicity is a more comprehensive term in the 

sense that it is not a dramatic event and is not just only 

posthumously manifest about which we can have little clue on this 

side of the grave. In the Quranic narratives we see clear preview of 

God‘s judgment here and now or in history as we see communities 

are destroyed for moral transgressions. It is instructive to note that it 

is not particular belief structures but lived moral-spiritual life that 

decides the issue of divine response. And as Dawood Rehber has 

helped to foreground with meticulous analysis of the Quranic 

concept of justice, salvation can be understood in terms of the logic 

of Justice and as such it echoes the last words of the Buddha ―win 

salvation with diligence.‖ This point calls for more debate as the 

ultimate saving act is from God and doesn‘t involve human agency 

in Islamic creed though higher stations in paradise are directly 

related to human effort in working for the good. Salvation is a 

function of certain orientation of life towards the Sacred and as such 

it involves struggle with centrifugal tendencies of soul/psyche. 

However, it needs to be emphasized as well that the key event in 

executing salvation involves flight from the moral to the religious 

plane or leap of faith or an act of spirit not under the tutelage of 

certain agency or reference to ego that wants to have its own room 

somewhere on its own terms. The greatest moral lives have certain 

effortlessness as they have fully interiorized the norm. All these 

paradoxes and nuances need to be taken note of in elucidating who 

saves and what is to be saved and how one is saved and how moral-

spiritual life involves both real struggle and effortless or even 

playfulness of spirit and what is called grace or fazl or divine 

intervention or intercession by the prophets, imams, saints and 

martyrs allude to the function of the Spirit in us. The Spirit is in us; 

it is not ours and as such its works are the works of God. 
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We need to consider an objection to our salvation centric approach 

to both religion and interreligious dialogue. Such scholars as 

Schubert Ogden, have argued, as Lambkin has noted, that ―the 

question of whether religious others can be saved through their 

respective traditions cannot be (definitively) answered, while others 

feel that salvation should 

not form the focus of our inquiry, because it is not clear that all the 

different religious traditions place something akin to salvation at 

their centre. For Lindbeck, DiNoia and D‘Costa it is not possible to 

speak of salvation in general. The salvation for which Christians 

hope is so rooted in the complex of Christian beliefs, so intimately 

related to Christ, that it simply does not make sense to ask whether 

another tradition could aid a person in achieving this end: it is like 

asking if one can win a game of snooker by serving an ace.‖
9
 

It may be pointed out, in response, that salvation understood in 

popular narrow sense of the term as a far off event meditated by 

certain choices such as faith in particular historical person and 

special biographical facts associated with him, is not what is here 

defended. It is understood as saving oneself from hell and its images 

lurking everywhere when self is at the centre and one isn‘t open to 

love/other/joy and serenity of spirit connected to transcendence of 

self. It is winning our personality if it could be put that way or 

securing for ourselves a refuge from centrifugal distractions. All 

religions are interested in saving addresses from life of 

sin/ignorance/heedlessness/despair/desire/lack or fragmentation. A 

participation in the life of Spirit or divine life oriented towards the 

Sacred that involves opening to saving power of love and 

compassion. The term salvation has been explicitly used in all 

scriptures for communicating their urgent message regarding man‘s 

predicament though the later has been variously framed or phrased. 

It doesn‘t have otherworldly reference only or necessarily or be 

linked to any particular saviour figure or dogmatic formulation. As 

Pannikar puts it: 



The Possibility of Salvation for the Religious Other: Islam and the Problem of Monopoly… 95 

But this life must be won and, as the majority of religions 

emphasize, this true life is hidden in our present everyday 

existence. . . . Salvation is within reach of our hands, it is nearby 

and even within us, but we are in need of a revelation, a word, a 

redeemer, a gift of grace, a personal effort, a spontaneous decision, 

a teaching, a guru, or an awakening of the very best that is in us in 

order to attain it.
10

 

 

Scripture and Faith as Salvific 

The Quran‘s grand claim that it has left nothing unaddressed or 

clarifies everything itself needs a clarification. Given all things must 

ultimately be evaluated in terms of helping or obstructing our access 

to the Real or achieving proximity to God, we need to understand 

the salvific function of the word of God or revelation. The scripture 

is not about something, some narrative, some far off event but what 

is the case; it reveals our own depths and is addressed to the centre 

in each one of us. It is about nothing in particular but a cleansing of 

perception, a grounding in suchness or mystery of things, a grateful 

acceptance of what is. It is too often that we find in sermons and 

popular books and commentaries invitation to the verses of the 

Quran but rarely to what grounds the Quran itself or the other 

Quran. ―It is through mental silence and the practice of wise 

passiveness that artists, visionaries and mystics have made 

themselves ready for the immediate experience of the world as 

beauty, as mystery and as unity. …, to be fully human, the 

individual must learn to decondition himself, must be able to cut 

holes in the fence of verbalized symbols that hems him in‖ (Huxley, 

1963).
11

 

Faith (iman), the term used in scripture, as distinguished from belief 

(aqeedah) is not propositional thing. Faith is assent to be 

transformed by the Word/Eternal/Other and results in altered state 

of being, not new addition of propositional claim. What it means to 

affirm Muhammad? Nothing in the sense of accepting a new 
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President of world whose currency will now count. Only to consent 

to be transformed by the Word he brings and as such it is existential 

response. Opening to love/submission to truth is what delivers one. 

This can be understood by all. Belief in a prophet is a means to 

commit oneself to the Message brought by the Prophet. Prophetic 

function involves participation in saving Logos/ readiness to be 

transformed by certain ethico-spiritual regimen. The Prophet 

doesn‘t bring anything new and as such only affirms the old or just 

reminds and as such his advent doesn‘t alter the scheme or basic 

logic of salvation itself. Given the fact that there have been multiple 

prophets simultaneously or in history all delivering salvifically 

efficacious message implies that it is what the prophets bring or 

stand for (metaphysically, attachment to truth/Absolute) that is the 

key to salvation. One doesn‘t thereby imply that the Prophet‘s 

presence is not in itself a saving grace but that this presence as such 

means much for a very small fraction of his audience but the rest 

are saved by the Word or receptivity to the content or following the 

Way that religion consists in. As Hick noted, the basis of 

efficacious salvific process involves ―the transformation from self-

centeredness to Reality-centeredness‖ in this life.
12

 And all the 

evidence we have, Hick notes, shows that many religions are 

equally transformational, ―given any general standard for positive 

transformation we might want to consider‖ and, as an evidence 

points to the presence of saints produced by various traditions and 

notes that ―what has happened to a striking extent in the saints has 

also been happening in lesser degrees to innumerable others within 

the same traditions.
13

 This is attachment to the Real or Absolute or 

faith that saves. And the Messenger is only the envoy of this 

Absolute and not the Absolute as such. 

If God is really Being, then the logic of being clarified by great 

Sages/Sufis and philosophers is central to understanding what 

salvation means. And their verdict seems to be that it has something 

to do with such things as love, hope, openness, humility, ethics in 

general and not affirming this or that prophet unless you understand 

this affirmation to consist in being true to our theomorphic nature, 
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to the image of God within us or on which we have been created 

and of which the Prophet reminds us. 

The difference between Ghazzali and Shāh Walī Allāh‘s regarding 

the criterion for admission into Heaven (the later does not require 

belief in one God and the Last Day as Khalil has highlighted in his 

highly useful study Islam and the Salvation of the Other) is 

attributable arguably to the fact that ―while the communities 

surrounding al-Ghazālī were mostly monotheistic, those 

surrounding Shāh Walī Allāh were quite varied (and were more 

likely to include polytheistic Hindus, Zoroastrian dualists, and 

Buddhist polytheists and atheists)?‖
14

 Ghazzali has principally 

defended a rational proposition all true seekers are destined for 

reward. Arrogance in the face of obvious truth entails damnation. 

 

Complementary or Competing Views on Salvific Function of 

Religions: Schuon, Heschel and Sharani 

Schuon has helped illumine the core problems on which 

exclusivism builds its case. Here are some snippets that should help 

settle the debate regarding how come divergent theologies can 

converge on the question of salvation. 

What do we need for spiritual life enjoined in every tradition? 

―Three things: truth, spiritual practice, morals.‖  

What is Truth? ―Pure and unveiled truth coincides with 

metaphysics; the religious dogmas are symbols of metaphysical 

truths; the deep understanding of religious symbolism is 

esoterism. Pure metaphysics is hidden in every religion.‖  

What about spiritual practice? ―Spiritual practice is essentially 

prayer.‖ 



98 Muhammad Maroof Shah 

What about morals? ―Morals mean a reasonable, healthy and 

generous behaviour; on the other hand, it means beauty of the soul, 

hence intrinsic nobility.‖ 
15

 

While Schuon has illumined the key points in the debate with 

reference to non-Semitic religions as well, Heschel, ―the prophet of 

the prophets‖ has brilliantly clarified it with reference to Semitic 

religions in general and Judaism in particular. He notes the 

possibility of seeing other religion‘s as providential opposites for 

letting spiritual democracy, the object of Muslim sage Iqbal, to 

prevail. ―What if we accept the prophet's thesis that they all worship 

one God, even without knowing it, if we accept the principle that 

the majesty of God transcends the dignity of religion, should we not 

regard a divergent religion as His Majesty's loyal opposition? 

However, does not every religion maintain the claim to be true, and 

is not truth exclusive?‖ 

 For Heschel ―the most significant basis for meeting of men of 

different religious traditions is the level of fear and trembling, of 

humility and contrition, where our individual moments of faith are 

mere waves in the endless ocean of mankind's reaching out for God, 

where all formulations and articulations appear as understatements, 

where our souls are swept away by the awareness of the urgency of 

answering God's commandment, while stripped of pretension and 

conceit we sense the tragic insufficiency of human faith.‖ ―Our 

conceptions of what ails us may be different; but the anxiety is the 

same. The language, the imagination, the concretization of our 

hopes are different, but the embarrassment is the same, and so is the 

sign, the sorrow, and the necessity to obey.‖ ―We may disagree 

about the ways of achieving fear and trembling, but the fear and 

trembling are the same. The demands are different, but the 

conscience is the same, and so is arrogance, iniquity. The 

proclamations are different, the callousness is the same, and so is 

the challenge we face in many moments of spiritual agony.‖ 
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 Heschel provides resources to reach out to those who are usually 

thought outside the camp of believers in world religions and thus 

build a consensus of all thoughtful humans irrespective of religious 

commitments. ―Human faith is never final, never an arrival, but 

rather an endless pilgrimage, a being on the way. We have no 

answers to all problems. Even some of our sacred answers are both 

emphatic and qualified, final and tentative; final within our own 

position in history, tentative – because we can only speak in the 

tentative language of man.‖ And ――We tend to read the Bible 

looking for mighty acts that God does and not seeing that all the 

way through the Bible God is waiting for human beings to act.‖ 

― None of us pretends to be God's accountant, and His design for 

history and redemption remains a mystery before which we must 

stand in awe.‖ And notes that the ancient Rabbis proclaim "Pious 

men of all nations have a share in the life to come."
16

 

 One recalls medieval Islam‘s great scholar and mystic-jurist Abdul 

Wahhab Sharani‘s claim that in traditions he knew it is God/the 

Real that is glorified. Recognizing this we agree to see common 

objective of religions as glorifying/realizing the Real. Ethical/ 

spiritual practices they propose for accessing the Real are hardly 

distinguishable. Their fruits, as far as we know them in this world, 

taste similar. But let us note that religions don‘t invite us to 

themselves but to God/the Real who is the real face in us – and thus 

to our own ground. Let us, however, agree to invite others, with 

―wisdom and beautiful preaching‖ to what we have tasted or known 

to be the most sublime or most beautiful aspect of the Truth that 

sanctifies. Let us warn our fellow seekers of dangers of idolatrous 

imagination and pride that ―holier than thou‖ attitude conceals. 

One recalls a remark by Maimonides, great Jewish thinker and 

commentator, that seems to be an exegesis of the first tradition 

recorded by Imam Bukhari: ―God asks for the heart, everything 

depends upon the intention of the heart ... all men have a share in 

eternal life if they attain according to their ability knowledge of the 

Creator and have ennobled themselves by noble qualities.‖ It is 
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instructive to recall one sentence summary of religion in practice by 

the Prophet of Islam (SAW) ―religion is nothing but sincere counsel 

and seeking to spread the good‖ and Augustine who affirmed the 

same when he said that scripture teaches nothing but charity. 

 

Salvation of Non-religious Other 

The question of salvation of fellow believers from other traditions 

has received much attention but that of those who don‘t know any 

religion or who, apparently, oppose tooth and nail the religion of the 

prophets – doesn‘t evince much interest (excepting Ibn Arabi and 

his school) as it is foregone conclusion that they are gone to hell, 

eternal hell. However, a few reflections on the problem raises 

difficult questions that require clarification for a consistent theory 

of salvation. Since the world itself is exteriorized Self, a projected 

image and its reality only derived one, wisdom is to explore the 

inner drama that is projected outside – and not vice versa – there 

should no bitterness but recognition for the ―is‖ and no hankering 

after ought, no lament for the cross born by Husayn and all those 

who court perfection. It is no punishment or defeat to attain 

martyrdom and it would be a boring world – and morally 

uninteresting or sterile – where Yazids and Husayns are not pitched 

in deadly conflict. Esotericism focuses on ontological rather than 

moral aspect (without negating it anyway at its own level) which 

exoteric theology attends to. The Unitarian Wujoodi metaphysics 

largely shared by both Shi‘ite and Sunni metaphysicians ―resolves‖ 

moral issues by transcending them – there is ultimately only God 

and His play and all things are paying their own debts as a Pre-

Socratic philosopher and some Urafa have put it and this world is a 

disequilibrium and thus necessarily bound to suffer. 

Recall ―war is the king and father of all,‖ and ―war is common and 

strife is justice, and all things happen according to strife and 

necessity‖ according to one of the greatest Greek sages Heraclitus. 

What can‘t be cured must be endured and even enjoyed by seeing it 
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from God‘s viewpoint or aesthetically. Recall again Heraclitus 

―God is day night, winter summer, war peace, satiety hunger." At 

this level a believer encounters the shining light of being and the 

whole universe in oneself and, in Iqbal‘s words, ―neither Mulla nor 

Brahman rules there‖ and one is required to unconditionally 

forgive/and be forgiven to move forward. In irfan the judging self is 

consumed, Masters and Imams exchange key function, and 

historical conflicts are ―dissolved‖ in the grand vision where all is 

the play of Spirit or God has the final call and control. 

Regarding anyone who is a seeking but struggling with all kinds of 

doubts and would be described as an atheist or agnostic we find in 

certain propositions of Mu‘tazilities, Ghazzali, Ibn Aabi and 

modern theologians including Ghamidi and Farhad Shafti insights 

for including them as well in basically mercy centric approach that 

can‘t fail in saving anyone truly striving in the way of nameless 

Truth that alone saves. Such qualifiers as the following complement 

with one another to make the case of exclusion of salvation of this 

or that identifiable community or person all the more problematic.  

 There is asymmetry between God‘s promise of forgiveness/ 

heaven and chastisement/hell.  

 

 Mercy has the first and the last word. 

 

 God succeeds in arranging return of servants to Him.  

 

 We can‘t be sure about salvation, especially exclusion of 

salvation to any given individual of whatever background except a 

few persons about which clear evidence exists that God or His 

prophets informed beforehand. 

 

 God can save anyone needing no reason or explanation. 
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 Punishment is not permanent though hell may be and it is not 

established that hell is immune or closed to penetration by divine 

mercy or doesn‘t have its own compensatory graces for its denizens. 

 

 More are saved than condemned in the ultimate analysis and 

arguably all are saved or very few remain to be eternally lost. 

However, salvation of one is dependent on salvation of all and vice 

versa if all men participate in the divine life and come to know it 

consciously sooner or later. It is not in the power of man to destroy 

the receptacle man had emptied that God fills as Schuon has noted 

(Schuon, 1998: 3). The Spirit in incorruptible and indestructible. In 

several traditions including Islamic we find articulated the doctrine 

that all must be saved before one can save oneself; the Prophet must 

intercede by virtue of his vast compassion he discovers after finding 

himself identified with his community/ummah. The meaning of 

martyrdom and sacrifice of great heroes/mujahideen in various 

traditions implies the same point. Some Sufis have been reported to 

state that they are ready to suffer for the whole world if they are 

saved at their cost. 

 

 One is, in principle, saved by authentic faith in God/ Absolute. 

Faith in accountability of actions (righteous action when looked 

from the deeper spiritual viewpoint is its own reward and simply 

unfolds or manifests its true character hereafter) and faith in 

prophets/manifestations of God through whom one comes to know 

about God is implicit in this faith in God/Absolute. Salvation is the 

reward of faith as faith means entering a safe citadel, attaining 

peace within and overcoming alienation that comes from wrong 

view of self. Faith (iman) has the root word connoting peace/refuge 

from turbulence (of passions/ego/pride/self assertion/non-

acceptance of what is or fate). Faith is its own reward and that 

reward we call salvation and its concomitant form in this world is 

felicity. Faith is in the transpersonal depths of the Self or Spirit/ and 

requires ultimately trading the love of the self for God/Other/non-

self. To save oneself one has to be saved from oneself by the 
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Self/dialogic opening to the Other/ transformative listening to the 

Word.  

 

 

Why is the Question of Salvation of the Other Important? 

The last point above raises the question of why salvation of other is 

important for the salvation of self. No man is an island. And trying 

to save the other is what constitutes/conceals the reward of one‘s 

own salvation. A related point is that the question of salvation of the 

other is important for all believers as it affects their behaviour with 

the other and involves application of such key notions as humility, 

interfaith marriages, interfaith relations at political and other planes 

and, as Panniker noted, for professional theologians and 

scholars/priests, it is especially important as their own theologies 

may need to be based in concrete dialogue with other religions.
17

 

Exclusivist theologies ignore this dimension of the issue and as has 

been pointed out for instance regarding Karl Barth that his negative 

evaluation of religions was based on a theological a priori statement 

without any real contact to world religions. Not to know the 

neighbour or give him the requisite attention as one has given to 

one‘s own tradition as Simone Weil warned against is what 

exclusivism risks. 

In Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered (1990) edited by Gavin 

D‘Costa, a group of theologians argue for a notion of pluralism sans 

a meta-theory would nullify differences between religions and thus 

recognize divergence and even incommensurability of religions. In 

similar vein, S. Mark Heim‘s Salvations, Truth and Difference in 

Religion (1995) cautions against normative juridical way of 

understanding plurality (tracing it to such stalwarts as Smith and 

Hick) that doesn‘t allow a genuine diversity of theological opinions 

to exist. Komulainen notes post-pluralism that seeks to respect 

divergent traditions on their own terms in Schubert M. Ogden in Is 

There Only One True Religion or Are There Many? (1992),45 and 
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by J. A. DiNoia in The Diversity of Religions, A Christian 

Perspective (1992).
18

 

It is remarkable that most studies on pluralism and anthologies on it 

including Komulainen‘s fail to engage with the promise and 

illuminating power of traditionalist view that succeeds, in our view, 

in respecting differences at theological level, in human atmosphere, 

without losing sight of the Absolute or That which grounds/unifies 

and vivifies all of them on esoteric/metaphysical lane in what 

Schuon has called divine stratosphere. On Komulainen‘s reading 

this perspective would qualify as post-pluralistic. Relativistic 

consequences of both pluralistic and post-pluralistic approaches 

need to be cautioned against if the objective of religions – salvation 

through Revelation/Intellection wedded to truth/intelligence or 

attachment to the Absolute that is mediated through unconditional 

love of divine/Word is to be safeguarded. 

 

Understanding Islamic Logic of Salvation/Redemption 

The logic of redemption is expected to remain constant across 

traditions if it is the same problem and the convergent solutions that 

fix the problem. A few remarks on the logic of redemption that 

would embrace Islam‘s case as well are in order to further elucidate 

the case against exclusivism. 

Simone Weil, one of the most penetrating intellects and brilliant 

mystical philosophers who also lived an exemplary saintly life, has 

this to say on salvation: 

To long for God and to renounce all the rest, that alone can save us. 

Weil As Aeschylus says: ‗There is no effort in what is divine." 

There is an easiness in salvation which is more difficult to us than 

all our efforts.15 The attitude that brings about salvation is not like 

any form of activity... It is the waiting or attentive and faithful 

immobility that lasts indefinitely and cannot be shaken. The slave, 
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who waits near the door so as to open immediately the master 

knocks, is the best image of it. He must be ready to die of hunger 

and exhaustion rather than change his attitude.
19

  

The universal basis of redemption in perennial set of values shared 

across traditions by men qua men – men made in he image of God 

or oriented towards the Good – means redemption is an opportunity 

vouchsafed to all and in no way predominantly determined by one‘s 

birth in particular race or religion. As Weil notes: 

Even the most narrow-minded of Catholics would not dare to affirm 

that compassion, gratitude, love of the beauty of the world, love of 

religious practices, and friendship belonged exclusively to those 

centuries and countries that recognized the Church. These forms of 

love are rarely found in their purity, but it would even be difficult to 

say that they were met with more frequently in those centuries and 

countries than in the others. To think that love in any of these forms 

can exist anywhere where Christ is absent is to belittle him so 

grievously that it amounts to an outrage. 

It is impious and almost sacrilegious.
20

  

It is Truth that saves. This point has been famously stated by 

Gandhi but more profoundly by Weil thus: ―Christ likes us to prefer 

truth to him because, before being Christ, he is truth. If one turns 

aside from him to go toward the truth, one will not go far before 

falling into his arms.‖ This insight applied to the Islamic Tradition 

by a brilliant young scholar, Jawad Shah, in his unpublished paper 

Truthism has to be factored in which is not the case if we buy 

exclusivists. Schuon has articulated the connection between 

intelligence and salvation. 

In the case of Islam, where man is considered as the intelligence 

and intelligence comes "before" will, it is the content or direction of 

the intelligence which has sacramental efficacy: whoever accepts 

that the Transcendent Absolute alone is absolute and transcendent, 

and draws from this its consequences for the will, is saved.
21
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Intelligence is identified with its content which brings salvation; it 

is nothing other than knowledge of Unity, or of the Absolute, and of 

the dependence of all things on it; in the same way the will is al-

islam, in other words conformity to what is willed by God, or by the 

Absolute.
22

 

Schuon translates two testimonies of Islam in a manner that it is 

hard to see if any one capable of discernment or testifying to the 

call of intelligence not blinded by passions or ego or hubris can 

exclude himself/herself from affirming them, especially the later 

testimony. Schuon writes: 

The doctrine of Islam consists of two statements: first "There is no 

divinity (or reality, or absolute) save the sole Divinity (or Reality, 

or Absolute)" (La ilaha illa 'Llah), and "Muhammad (the Glorified, 

the Perfect) is the Messenger (the spokesman, the intermediary, the 

manifestation, the symbol) of the Divinity" (Muhammadun Rasulu 

'Llah); these are the first and the second Testimonies (Shahadatan) 

of the faith.
23

 

Islam‘s two axiomatic certainties, Schuon notes, are that "God alone 

is" and the second that "all things are attached to God." In other 

words: "nothing is absolutely evident save the Absolute"; then, 

following from this truth.
24

 "All manifestation, and so all that is 

relative, is attached to the Absolute." And ―All metaphysical truths 

are comprised in the first of these Testimonies and all 

eschatological truths in the second.‖
25

 The first Shahadah includes 

―the second in an eminent degree.‖ Realizing the second Shahiidah 

means first of all 

becoming fully conscious that the world - or manifestation - is "not 

other" than God or the Principle, since to the degree that it has 

reality it can only be that which alone "is," or in other words it can 

only be divine; realizing this Shahiidah thus means seeing God 

everywhere and everything in Him. "He who has seen me," said the 

Prophet, "has seen God"; now everything is the "Prophet," on the 



The Possibility of Salvation for the Religious Other: Islam and the Problem of Monopoly… 107 

one hand in respect of the perfection of existence and on the other 

in respect of the perfections of mode or expression.
26

  

This may be read to imply that whosoever truly speaks of God, 

speaks of Muhammad as ―all things are charged with the grandeur 

of God.‖ In the final analysis, as Schuon notes, the second 

Shahadah, being like the first a divine Word or "Name," ― in the 

end actualizes the same knowledge as the first by virtue of the 

oneness of essence of the Word or Names of God.‖
27

 ―Islam recalls 

to man not so much what he should know, do and say, as what 

intelligence, will and speech are, by definition. The Revelation does 

not superadd new elements but unveils the fundamental nature of 

the receptacle.‖
28

 He further notes that the texture and course of our 

salvation are ―prefigured by our theomorphism: since we are 

transcendent intelligence and free will, it is this intelligence and this 

will, or it is transcendence and freedom, which will save us; God 

does no more than fill the receptacles man had emptied but not 

destroyed; to destroy them is not in man's power.‖
29

 

In Unitarian metaphysics that the Sufis expound, all the joys, all the 

graces, all the beauties, all the wonders that there are owe ultimately 

to the effect of different divine names which derive their power to 

express by what we call haqiqat-i-muhammadayi. In simple terms 

what we call Sifat as distinguished from Zat is called Muhammad 

by Sufis. To quote a succinct formulation of Sufi doctrine regarding 

Muhammad by well-known Indian Sufi teacher Inayat Khan: 

According to Sufi tenets the two aspects of the supreme Being are 

termed Zá t and Sifat, the Knower and the Known. The former is 

Allah and the latter Mohammed. Zát being only one in its existence, 

cannot be called by more than one name, which is Allah; and Sifat, 

being manifold in four different involutions, has numerous names, 

the sum of them all being termed Mohammed. Zát projects Sifat 

from its own self and absorbs it within itself. The positive has no 

independent existence, yet it is real because projected from the real, 

and it may not be regarded as an illusion. Human ignorance persists 
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in considering Zát to be separate from Sifat, and Sifat independent 

of Zát.
30

  

Now those who might object to this account on the grounds of 

theology or aqeeda need to keep in view difference between 

Muhammad of history and Muhammad of Esotericism. One may 

drop the term Muhammad and call the Principle of Manifestation by 

any other name. In its simplest terms Sufis call that which we 

perceive as an aspect of Muhammad. You might call it by any other 

name or simple Manifesting Reality. There is only a linguistic and 

not real difference between those (like Ibn Taymiyah) who have 

apprehensions regarding such usage and those who have none (like 

Ibn Arabi). 

Sufi worship of the Beauty that is smiling in every beautiful form is 

to be understood in this light. To illustrate by Yar gachwai 

deewaiyae ―Let us join the festivity‖ songs of Kashmiri Sufi poet 

Hubbi: 

 

Belief and Infidelity are chains 

Love of God the Freedom 

The summons of Love no escaping 

Let us go celebrating 

It is the time of festivity  

In the lovers house wine shall be served 

The secret of Union disclosing 

Let us go celebrating 

Unveiled is the Beauty 

Named Muhammad 

In Names and Forms manifesting 

Let us go celebrating 

Sufi poets of all hues sing of losing the ego for the sake of 

love/God/Self/Joy of Unity. For Sufis Islam means, in the language 

of aesthetics, transcendence of self will that separates us from God 

the Reality and thus getting absorbed in contemplating Divine 
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Beauty, getting drunk in contemplating It and dancing out of joy. 

―There is no beauty but Beauty‖ is how Unitarians translate 

shahadah. 

 

According to Sufi metaphysics all experiences partake of the reality 

of Muhammad. The Light of Muhammad illumines everything. In 

fact we see because of the borrowed light. Muhammad as the be all 

and end all of all our endeavours as Iqbal says. The ―Praised One‖ 

is praised in every form by all those who praise. 

 

The Islamic logic of redemption, as expressed in the exegesis of 

Sufi sages is quite close to Rahner‘s explication of Christian logic 

of redemption. Jesus is the potential of exegeses of the sage-Sufis. 

We may illustrate Islamic logic of salvation in the context of key 

Quranic chapter Al-Asr (considered to be essential or key statement 

on salvation in the Quran) and its explication by such modern 

exegetes as Imam Farahi and Dr Israr. 

 

With lmam Al-Sha‘fi it is easy to see how thoughtful study of this 

surah alone provides adequate guidance for attaining one‘s 

salvation. A deep conviction about ―the painful and tragic state of 

man generally, a state of loss and deprivation,‖ as expressed in the 

first verse of Al-Asr especially as they are forgetful. ungrateful, 

predisposed to evil and inauthentic life of despair or prone to cover 

truth or resist God‘s offer of love and mercy and presence within 

and without (articulated throughout the Quran) is what constitutes 

the key to the realization that man needs to be urgently saved. It 

begins with the statement that functionally is equivalent of such key 

expressions as sarvum dukkham in Buddhism, the original sin of 

nesience/ignorance in Hinduism. Christian tradition‘s emphasis on 

the fact that ordinarily, without spiritual rebirth, man is alienated, 

exiled, and needs salvation from this sin through love though 

usually couched in a theological formulation that other traditions 

don‘t readily identify with amounts to the similar thesis. However, 

religion‘s basic intervention consists in opening a path for 

overcoming ignorance/evil/dukkha and this way is moral-spiritual in 
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every tradition. Other verses of Al-Asr lists three fold path 

(summing up eightfold path in Buddhism) for salvation out of the 

loss or perdition – faith, righteousness and perseverance in truth. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Our analysis shows that the problem of monopoly of salvation can 

be illumined by attention to the underlying rationale of salvific 

process and how of it. What does it mean to believe (in order to be 

saved)? I have tried to follow Abu Hanifa, classical creeds, Bukhari, 

classical theologians and Anwar Shah Kashmiri on details. I think 

Sufi theologians provide vital clues. It is not propositional thing. 

Iman (faith) is assent to be transformed by the Word/Eternal/Other 

and results in altered state of being, not new addition of 

propositional claim. What it means to affirm Muhammad? Nothing 

in the sense of accepting a new President of world whose currency 

will now count. Only to consent to be transformed by the Word he 

brings and as such it is an existential response. Opening to love is 

what saves. One is to be saved from the wrong view of the self and 

its wages and nothing does it better than compassion. This can be 

understood by all. Belief in certain prophet as if it is per se required 

means little. The Quran never uses belief in the sense as constituting 

some propositional thing but iman (faith). And this makes all the 

difference. Socio-politically it means consenting to divine scheme 

of things that has been well known in all traditional cultures. 

If God is really Being, then the logic of being clarified by great 

Sages/Sufis and philosophers is central to understanding what 

salvation means. And their verdict seems to be that it has something 

to do with such things as love, hope, openness, humility, ethics in 

general and not affirming this or that prophet unless you understand 

this affirmation to consist in being true to our theomorphic nature, 

to the image of God within us or on which we have been created 

and of which the Prophet reminds us. 
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Buddhist Psychology: An Inquiry into the Analysis 

and Theory of Mind in Pali Literature 

Caroline A.F. Rhys Davids 

London, UK: G. Bell and Sons, 1914, PP. 212. 

Reviewed by Samuel Bendeck Sotillos 

The Buddhist tradition—comprised of the Theravāda, Mahāyāna 

and Vajrayāna—arguably lends itself to being interpreted in 

psychological terms more than other religions of the world because 

of its particular focus on the mind. This is exemplified by the 

Buddha Shakyamuni‘s own words: ―All that we are is the result of 

what we have thought.‖
1
 An early teacher of Tibetan Buddhism in 

the West, Chögyam Trungpa (1939–1987), stated in 1975: 

―Buddhism will come to the West as a psychology.‖
2
 Although this 

psychological perspective—devoid of any theistic terminology—

has significantly added to the rise in popularity of Buddhism in the 

West, it does not come without its own problems. For example, 

many misconceptions exist about Buddhism, such as the notion that 

it can be purely reduced to a psychological system that is free of 

metaphysics or the Absolute. Yet it needs to be stressed that, 

although Buddhism does have a corresponding psychology as do 

the other religions, it is not only a psychology as this term is 

commonly understood today; rather, its primary objective is 

emancipation from the conditions of ―birth and death‖ (saṃs ra). 
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Even though Sufism‘s ―science of the soul‖ (‘ilm al-nafs), like 

Buddhist psychology, has in many ways entered the popular culture 

in order to enlarge the scope of modern Western psychology and its 

secular outlook, both have undergone attempts to extricate them 

from their exoteric dimensions. Regarding Sufism, this is a 

distortion of its central message, which cannot be cut off from the 

Islamic tradition. All Sufi orders are linked through an initiatic 

succession back to the Prophet Muhammad. Within Buddhism, 

some of the highest-level teachings and practices are often offered 

to Western seekers with little or no assessment of their spiritual and 

temperamental qualifications. Analogously, the attempt to co-opt 

Sufism, Buddhism or any of the divinely revealed religions with a 

view to reducing them solely to a psychological system or self-help 

technique is erroneous. While each religion has its own sacred 

psychology, it remains valid only to the extent that it is rooted 

within a given spiritual tradition. It is all too often forgotten in the 

present day that the human psyche cannot be understood or treated 

on its own level; it requires reference to what is beyond it, which 

contemporary psychology fails to acknowledge or understand.  

This pioneering work by British translator and editor of Buddhist 

Pāli texts, Caroline Augusta Foley Rhys Davids (1857–1942), was 

written long before the proliferation of books on the psychology of 

the Buddhist tradition. This book presents the basis of Buddhist 

psychology in the early Nik yas and traces its general development 

through the later Pāli texts. It consists of nine chapters: Chapter I: 

Habits of Thought; Chapter II: The Psychology of the Nikāyas—1. 

Mind in Term and Concept; Chapter III: The Psychology of the 

Nikāyas—2. Consciousness and the External World; Chapter IV: 

The Psychology of the Nikāyas—3. Feeling; Chapter V: The 

Psychology of the Nikāyas—4. Ideation; Chapter VI: The 

Psychology of the Nikāyas—5. Ideation—continued; Chapter VII: 

Psychological Developments in the Abhidhamma-Piṭaka; Chapter 

VIII: Psychology in the Milinda; and Chapter IX: Some Mediæval 

Developments.  
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Already at the time of the writing this book, Rhys Davids spoke to 

the growing interest in the field of psychology. She made some 

important observations about the limitations of modern Western 

psychology compared to Buddhism. Rhys Davids writes: ―We find 

no reference to the patient work of many centuries accomplished by 

the introspective genius of the East‖ (pp. v–vi). She emphasizes the 

profound wisdom and understanding of the human psyche that has 

been present in the Buddhist tradition since its formation. Because 

of this, she urges present-day mental health practitioners to deepen 

their understanding of the human psyche through the wisdom of 

Buddhism. She emphasizes that ―The work of these profound 

analysts of the nature of mind should, therefore, by no means be 

neglected by modern psychologists‖ (p. vi).  

Without naming it as such, Rhys Davids alludes to the 

secularization that took place in the modern West, and how this 

eradicated the spiritual dimension within psychology. She points 

out, ―We shall hardly expect to find … that detached and 

specialized study of mental life as such, which under its modern 

name of psychology is a matter of yesterday among ourselves‖ (p. 

4). The impact of constructing a materialistic psychology devoid of 

metaphysics has had a devastating impact on the way that the 

human psyche is understood today. Rhys Davids makes a 

distinction between modern Western psychology and Buddhist 

psychology. The former is uncertain about its subject-matter—

which continues to hinder the field—whereas the latter concerns 

itself with how things manifest themselves in the mind and what 

this implies for navigating the realm of appearances.  

Buddhism teaches that the mind does not come into existence out of 

its own volition; the mind requires an initial cause. What is this? 

The Buddha explains:  

And consciousness is designated only in accordance with the 

condition causing it: visual consciousness from the seeing eye and 

the seen object; auditory consciousness from the hearing ear and 
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the sound; ... thought from mind and mental object. Just as a fire is 

different according to the kind of fuel…. Do ye see, bhikkhus, that 

this is [something that has] become? Do ye see that the becoming is 

according to the stimulus [lit. food]? Do ye see that if the stimulus 

ceases, then that which has become ceases? (pp. 15–16) 

This again discloses the fundamental limitations of modern Western 

psychology, which is rooted in the pseudo-metaphysics of Cartesian 

bifurcation of subject-object or mind-body dualism. That traditional 

Buddhist cosmology views the entire manifest world to consist of 

n ma-rūpa (―name and form‖) does not in any way perpetuate a 

dualism with regard to the nature of Ultimate Reality. This is 

highlighted by the Mahāyāna Buddhist teaching regarding the 

identity of saṃs ra and nirv ṇa which shows the illusory nature of 

dualism when viewed at a higher level of reality.  

Rhys Davids appears to have misunderstood, not unlike many 

Westerners, the Hindu doctrine of the Self (Ātman) and the 

Buddhist doctrine of ―no self‖ (Pāli: anatt ; Sanskrit: an tman). On 

the one hand, she correctly states: ―The an-att  position in the 

Nikāyas cannot be properly judged by those who are acquainted 

only with the European conception of ‗souls‘‖ (p. 30). Elsewhere, 

however, she falls into the common trap of misunderstanding the 

concept of anatt : ―Now the att , as popularly and as theologically 

conceived, was an entity distinct from phenomena, a self-existent 

something that ‗perdured‘ while they arose and ceased, a unity 

temporarily associated with plurality, a micro-deity within 

distorting man‘s true perspective, in Buddhist doctrine of all 

illusions the most dangerous‖ (p. 33).  

When viewed through the often paradoxical language of 

metaphysics, these two seemingly conflicting doctrines are, in 

reality, not opposed to one another. Rather, they both contemplate 

Ultimate Reality or the Absolute from different points of view. As 

the Buddha taught:  
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The body … [and so on for mental factors] … is not the Self. If it 

were the Self, the body would not be subject to disease, and we 

should be able to say: ―Let my body (or mind) be such and such a 

one, let my body not be such and such a one!‖ But since the body is 

not the Self, therefore it is subject to disease, and we are not able to 

say: ―Let, etc.‖ Now of that which is perishable, liable to suffering, 

subject to change, is it possible so to regard it as to say: This is of 

Me; this am I, this is the Self (soul) of me? (p. 31) 

Taken at face value, there appears to be a contradiction here but, if 

understood metaphysically, they are compatible, for these are but 

two ways of regarding the same reality. In Buddhism, each human 

being is said to consist of five aggregates or ―heaps‖ known as 

khandhas (Sanskrit: skandhas): (1) Form (rūpa), (2) Sensation or 

Feeling (vedan ), (3) Perception (sañña), (4) Mental formations 

(saṅkh ras), and (5) Consciousness (viññ ṇa). However, the 

existence of the five aggregates does not rule out the existence of 

the Self (Ātman) that is not bound to birth, old age, sickness and 

death.  

The Abhidharmakośa, by the influential monk and scholar 

Vasubandhu (fourth or fifth century), states: ―It is a mistake ... to 

consider as a self that which is not the self; but [nowhere does the 

Buddha say that] it is a mistake to consider as a self that which is 

the self.‖
3
 The Buddha does not take issue with the Hindu 

understanding of the Self (Ātman) as ―neti, neti‖ (not this, not this), 

which, by means of a double negation, conveys an apophatic 

understanding that eliminates all determinate conceptions, leaving 

in its place only the consciousness of that which is, the Self alone; 

all that is not this is the non-Self (anatt ). This position is 

summarized in the Buddha‘s words, ―What is not self, that is not my 

self‖ (yad anatt  … na meso att ) (Saṃyutta Nik ya, iii. 45, iv. 2).
4
 

At the heart of the Buddhist tradition is the teaching of dependent 

origination (Pāli: paṭiccasamupp da; Sanskrit: pratītyasamutp da), 

which describes the chain of causation that determines the causes of 
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suffering and the conditions that lead to birth, old age and death 

along with the Four Noble Truths: (1) the existence of suffering; (2) 

the cause of suffering; (3) the end of suffering; and (4) the path 

leading out of suffering. The term dukkha (suffering) can also be 

applied in a broader sense to anything that is unsatisfactory, 

including both bodily and mental illnesses. Buddhist psychology 

therefore aims to identify dukkha and eradicate it from human 

existence. This includes the three poisons or the three unwholesome 

roots of greed (lobha), hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha). 

According to the Majjhima Nik ya, the Buddha has said, ―Both then 

and now just this do I reveal:—dukkha and the extinction of 

dukkha‖ (p. 82). 

The secularization of the Buddha‘s teachings in the West should be 

a cause for alarm, as it highlights the growing confusion about, not 

only the Buddhist tradition, but religion itself. There are many 

Western Buddhists who take issue with the notion of God or a 

transcendent reality and would prefer if it was somehow removed 

from the tradition altogether. Accordingly, they seek to recast the 

essential principles of the Buddha‘s teachings, thus distorting and 

diluting its timeless wisdom. Traditional metaphysics, along with 

any notion of an ultimate reality, is often dismissed as something 

that does not sit well with the secular mindset of the present day.  

The Buddha Shakayamuni himself affirmed: ―The Tathāgata has no 

theories‖ (Majjhima Nik ya I, 486), yet without any reference to the 

Absolute, such statements are incomprehensible and lead to much 

confusion. Every religion requires the existence of a reality that is 

unconditioned and has its own teachings and practices to help us 

return to this transcendent reality; otherwise, it could not be a 

complete religion. In the case of Buddhism, this transcendent reality 

is known as the Dharmak ya.  

It is in connection with its metaphysical foundations that the 

integral psychology of Buddhism becomes intelligible, as the 

empirical ego cannot transcend itself and requires a reality beyond 
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it. Manas in Pāli is one of three overlapping terms used in early 

Buddhism to refer to the mind, the others being citta (Pāli and 

Sanskrit) and viññ ṇa (Pāli; Sanskrit: vijñ na). Paññ  (Pāli) or 

Prajñ  (Sanskrit)—recognized as transcendent wisdom—is the 

highest faculty of knowledge which is unmediated and allows for a 

direct apprehension of the true nature of phenomena. Here manas 

corresponds to the faculty of reason (Latin: ratio) and Paññ  or 

Prajñ  with the faculty of the Intellect (Latin: Intellectus/Spiritus), 

which has its equivalents in other religions. It is this transpersonal 

dimension that makes Buddhist psychology a true vehicle for 

liberation (Pāli: vimutti; Sanskrit: vimukti): ―Those who think the 

unreal is, and think the Real is not, they shall never reach the Truth, 

lost in the path of wrong thought. But those who know the Real is, 

and know the unreal is not, they shall indeed reach the Truth, safe 

on the path of right thought.‖
5
 

It is also a concern that Buddhist mindfulness or sati (Pāli; Sanskrit: 

smṛti) has been extracted from the Buddhist tradition and 

incorporated in an ad hoc manner into both modern psychology and 

a plethora of self-help techniques. Although these techniques are 

proliferating—often outside of the Buddhist tradition—they are 

unable to confer their full benefit, as these practices have been 

severed from their traditional context. It is worth adding that the 

equivalent to mindfulness as found in Buddhism can be seen in all 

religions; this allows interested seekers to return to their own faith 

traditions and immerse themselves in their contemplative teachings.  

This pioneering work by Rhys Davids gives a good overview of 

early Buddhist psychology as taught in the Theravāda tradition. 

While it is very informative, it does appear to have limitations that 

need to be addressed. One of the great art historians of the world, 

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy (1877–1947), expressed cautionary 

remarks about this book by citing Rhys Davids‘s own disclosure; 

namely, that she had written it ―in our ignorance of the stock of 

current nomenclature of which the Nikāyas made use‖ (p. 18).
6
 

Nonetheless, this work contains very useful information about 
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Buddhist psychology. It is difficult to read it and not walk away 

thinking how deficient modern psychology has become due to an 

absence of metaphysics, sacred science and spiritual principles. All 

perennial psychology, including Buddhist psychology, is a means of 

awakening and cannot be removed from the fullness of the tradition 

itself. Over 2,500 years ago, Buddha Shakyamuni asked: ―This 

world is always burning ... Why do ye not seek a light, ye who are 

shrouded in darkness?‖
7
 These are the same compelling questions 

that we need to ask ourselves today. 
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Perennial Psychology of the Bhagavad Gita 

 

By Swami Rama 

Honesdale, PA: Himalayan International Press, 2004 

Reviewed by Samuel Bendeck Sotillos 

 

Hinduism or the san tana dharma (eternal religion) is not only 

among the world‘s oldest spiritual traditions but one that comprises 

a complete and integral psychology or ―science of the soul.‖ The 

hegemonic dominance of modern science and its ideological 

offshoot, scientism, were spawned by the European Enlightenment; 

prior to which there were, as there are today, ways of being and 

knowing that do not conform to the truncated outlook of secular 

humanism and its reductionist tendencies. Rather, these alternative 

visions of reality offer a more complete and satisfying 

understanding of the human condition. For this reason, it is not 

widely known that just as there is a Hindu psychology, we also find 

psychological perspectives informed by the Buddhist, Taoist, 

Jewish, Christian and Islamic traditions (as well as those of various 

First Peoples and their shamanic heritage). These approaches can be 

conveniently termed ‗perennial psychology‘ insofar as they are 

distinguished, unlike contemporary psychology, by their foundation 

in metaphysics, sacred science and spiritual principles.  
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The Bhagavad Gītā consists of a dialogue between the prince 

Arjuna and the avat ra Krishna, and for many millions of Hindus it 

is the most profound and important of all their scriptures. According 

to Shankara (eighth-century), the Bhagavad Gītā, ―is an epitome of 

the essentials of the whole Vedic teaching‖ and he adds that it ―is 

very difficult to understand.‖
1
 Rāmakrishna (1836–1886) points out 

that: ―It contains the essence of all the scriptures.‖
2
 Sister Nivedita 

(Margaret Noble, 1867–1911) says of it that ―amongst the sacred 

writings of mankind there is probably no other which is at once so 

great, so complete, and so short.‖
3
 Readers will find in it a universal 

and timeless wisdom that can confer enduring psychological 

wellbeing in addition to providing, more importantly, the means for 

our return to the Absolute. The spiritual aspirant is called to 

recognize that all Truth, wherever it may be encountered, comes 

from the Divine, as Krishna declares: ―However men approach Me, 

even do I reward them, for the path men take from every side is 

Mine‖ (4:11).  

The following review judges the book on its merits, and is not an 

endorsement or analysis of the teachings of Swami Rama (Brij 

Kishore Kumar, 1925–1996)—or his legitimacy as a spiritual 

teacher. Others have taken this task upon themselves and it is worth 

noting that they recommend observing a certain caution regarding 

Swami Rama.
4
  

This work provides observations useful to those interested in 

psychology and to mental health professionals who want to better 

understand modern Western psychology and how it differs from 

more spiritual perspectives. And yet the reader needs to be 

discerning as not everything claimed in the book is necessarily 

accurate. We cannot assess the accuracy of this translation of the 

Bhagavad Gītā and other Hindu sacred scriptures contained therein, 

as they appear to differ from other well-known editions. Yet certain 

observations made by the author do deserve further reflection and 

are useful pointers to understanding the perennial psychology as 

found in Hinduism.  
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The study begins with some highly critical comments about modern 

Western psychology. The author writes, ―Modern psychotherapists 

attempt to help the client modify his conscious attitudes and 

unconscious [subconscious] process and behaviors, but their 

analysis lacks the depth and profundity found in the Bhagavad 

Gita.‖ (4) This point could also be made about all manifestations of 

the perennial psychology, not just its Hindu form, as each offers a 

unique framework for realizing wholeness. It is worth adding here 

that the notion of the unconscious, or rather subconscious, was not a 

novel discovery of modern Western psychology. It has been known 

since time immemorial, particularly in the Hindu tradition. 

The author suggests, ―Most modern therapists do not explore the 

purpose and meaning of life.‖ (4) Although this statement is likely 

more accurate than not, there are mental health professionals who 

do delve into this dimension; yet, regrettably, it is not standard 

practice nor is it the same approach as found in spiritual 

psychology. In other words, modern psychology does not 

necessarily lead to an awareness of the true purpose and meaning of 

human existence, which is to live in conformity with spiritual truth. 

We should hope to become, as the Bhagavad Gītā teaches, like ―the 

wise who have seen the Truth‖ (2:16). 

A common complaint according to the religious perspective is that 

―Most modern psychologists do not go to the root of the problem 

but analyze it without understanding the fundamental cause.‖ (4) 

Due to the Cartesian bifurcation that afflicts modern science, a 

human being is perceived to be distinct from the physical body, and 

the cognitive apparatus of the mind is too fragmented to allow for 

questions of existential meaning to be fully understood—which 

requires that we recognize the tripartite structure of humanity as 

comprising Spirit, soul and body.  

The author goes on to add, ―Counseling is a very noble profession, 

but it is taken too lightly.‖ (5) If we view the present-day individual 

as a reflection of fallen or saṃs ric humanity that has lost its 
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center—and thus its connection to the Divine—it becomes obvious 

that modern psychology is itself a fallen discipline. People today 

suffer on many levels, and there are spiritual dimensions of the 

human, of which mental health professionals need to be aware; if 

not, a therapist could do more harm than good. While no doubt 

referring to extreme cases, the author conveys this point when he 

says: ―Therapists … can be more dangerous than anyone else when 

they exploit the innocence of others.‖ (5)  

For example, if the therapist is trapped in ignorance (avidy ) and 

does not possess knowledge (vidya) of the Self, this will 

compromise their ability to help others. According to Hindu 

psychology, every individual has a unique dharma or ―law‖ to 

fulfill in this life. The Hindu tradition offers spiritual adherents 

various paths (m rgas) to Deliverance (moksha or mukti), the most 

pertinent being jn na, bhakti and karma yoga—the ways of 

knowledge, devotion and action. Krishna says, ―Better for each one 

is his own law of action, even if it be imperfect, than the law of 

another, even well applied. It is better to perish in one‘s own law; it 

is perilous to follow the law of another.‖ (3:35) 

The word ―religion‖, derived from the Latin religare, signifies the 

―rebinding‖ of the self to the Divine or transcendent Reality. In this 

context, we can better understand the statement, ―It is through 

sadhana (spiritual practice) alone that one can come in touch with 

his inner self [Ātm ]. Without that, trying to help others is like 

building a castle in the sand: it will crumble in the first rain 

shower.‖ (5) As all religions have their own spiritual practices, so 

does each corresponding ―science of the soul.‖ Modern psychology 

cannot access the spiritual domain or the higher reaches of the 

human psyche, as it does not possess the requisite ontological and 

epistemological foundations rooted in metaphysics.  

 

It is in realizing that the Self (Ātm ) is the source of all knowledge 

that we can become fully human. The purpose of spiritual therapy, 



Perennial Psychology of the Bhagavad Gita 129 

then, is the recovery of our original identity with the Divine. 

Through the faculty of the intellect (buddhi), we are able to know 

our true self. The intellect allows for discrimination, judgment and 

decision-making and is distinct from the empirical ego. Existence, 

as a whole, consists of the Real and the illusory; that is, Ātm  and 

M y  or the Absolute and the relative. Awakening our buddhi is 

needed to discern the Real.  

The warrior, Arjuna, gives reasons for not wanting to fight, yet 

Krishna instructs him that he must follow his dharma which 

requires him to enter into battle—on the battlefield of life. Krishna 

tells him, ―Renouncing all actions in Me, with thy thought resting 

on the Self, being free from hope, free from selfishness, devoid of 

fever, do thou fight.‖ (3:30) Symbolically, the two opposing armies 

found in the Bhagavad Gītā represent ascending and descending 

forces, or the good and evil in our hearts. This battle is being waged 

within each of us to determine which of these two forces will 

prevail in the individual, and whether the self will recover the 

sacred within itself. 

The ultimate goal of each human being is to realize the Self beyond 

all forms. In the Katha Upanishad, it is said that the Self is akin to 

the driver of a chariot, with the body being the chariot itself, while 

the horses pulling the chariot symbolize the senses. In the Bhagavad 

Gītā, Arjuna represents the individual soul (jīv tm ) and Krishna 

the supreme Self (Param tm ). The task of the spiritual aspirant is 

to reintegrate the soul into the supreme Self. A similar analogy is 

found in several texts of the Upanishads: ―two birds who dwell on 

the same tree‖ (Mundaka Upanishad 3:1:1; Shvetāshvatara 

Upanishad 4:6).  

The two birds illustrate the nature of the human being: one of them 

eats the fruit of the tree, meaning it engages in the world of 

phenomena, while the other looks on without eating—witnessing 

the transitory nature of all phenomena with equanimity. This 

distinction between corporeal and spiritual nature is found across all 
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sapiential traditions. It goes without saying that in the nondual 

perspective of Advaita Ved nta, any absolute dichotomy between 

the empirical ego and the transpersonal Self does not exist; 

otherwise (to use a traditional metaphor), one is apt to mistake the 

rope for the snake.  

A perennial psychology, alone, is able to view a human being as a 

subtle amalgam of Spirit, soul and body. When one of these 

dimensions is impaired, it will have ramifications for the others, as 

they are inseparable. While this integral framework has been 

primordially known, some aspects of the perennial psychology are 

only now becoming better recognized. The author writes, ―Modern 

psychologists and physicians are becoming aware that 

psychological disorders are the main source of many physical 

diseases and imbalances.‖ (30)  

Referring to the myopic vision of modern Western psychology, the 

author notes, ―their understanding of the human being is 

fragmented; they have no insight into higher dimensions of 

consciousness.‖ (39) This myopia leads to a precarious situation, as 

modern psychology is the only form recognized by most people in 

the West. It has been exported globally, influencing not only the 

intelligentsia but the man in the street, none of whom are aware that 

there are other, more complete, ways of understanding human 

nature. They are unaware that even Western spiritual traditions 

possess deep psychological insights that can guide them in their 

struggles. The young, especially, have long shunned their own 

religious and cultural norms because modern science—which they 

find so seductive—rejects them, so they are led to doubt their own 

spiritual heritage. Thus, many turn instead to modern Western 

psychology, not realizing the treasures and resources of their own 

sacred patrimony.  

 

The teachings of the Bhagavad Gītā are compelling reminders of the 

need to live with detachment, not identifying with one‘s actions or 
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the world, these being a ―divine play‖ (līl ) of the Absolute. 

Krishna teaches, ―Therefore, without attachment, constantly 

perform the action which should be done; for, performing action 

without attachment, man reaches the Supreme.‖ (3:19) It is by 

helping people to de-identify with the ego and realize the Self that 

the professional psychologist can provide genuine help. Therapists 

who are solely preoccupied with the empirical ego often cannot be 

truly present to another individual in their struggles, for they are lost 

in a maze of their own conditioned thoughts and feelings. The 

notion of a practitioner ―suspending‖ or ―bracketing‖ their own 

personal experience, in order to consider another‘s psychological 

problems, is more difficult than generally assumed, especially when 

considered in a spiritual light. The author advocates detached 

―empathy‖ on the part of the psychotherapist, making the following 

observation: 

Modern therapists have theoretical knowledge to a certain extent, 

but they are still caught up in the unresolved issues emanating from 

their own unconscious [subconscious]. They have not gone through 

an adequate training program to reach a genuine state of equanimity 

and tranquility, though they may pose as though they are peaceful 

and content. Many therapists suffer from the same conflicts and 

problems as their clients. (52) 

Without a metaphysical framework to allow for a full appreciation 

of what it means to be human, and without having received 

guidance in the spiritual path oneself, to attempt therapeutic 

counselling for other human beings is likely to be harmful. In many 

ways, modern psychology is like the blind leading the blind (Katha 

Upanishad 1:2:5). This does not mean that there aren‘t many mental 

health professionals with good intentions or that they are unwilling 

to help; a number of them are very competent at what they do. 

However, from the spiritual point of view, psychology bereft of a 

metaphysical framework is to put the cart before the horse and to 

overlook that many, if not most, mental health challenges have a 

metaphysical genesis.  
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Many mental health professionals enter the field and become 

therapists, driven by their own mental issues and the need to work 

through them. While understandable, this can be both an asset and a 

hindrance. It is important that therapists first resolve their own 

difficulties and understand how these might affect their ability to 

provide support to others. Failing to do so not only causes undue 

problems for themselves, but can also be harmful to those they are 

attempting to treat.  

The author states that ―Many modern psychologists do not 

understand the importance of discipline‖ (57–58), noting that self-

discipline is important in life and has significant benefits for 

psychological health, general wellbeing and, more importantly, for 

spiritual wholeness. The human being is at once situated in two 

dimensions: the horizontal and the vertical. The horizontal is 

contingent and temporal and the vertical is unqualified and eternal. 

The Self is neither born nor dies, is beyond the senses, and cannot 

be known through ordinary mental cognition. The empirical ego can 

only be truly known by what is higher than itself, by the font of 

knowing. The spiritual traditions all concur that it is the Self alone 

that can know the Self, and Divine Reality alone can know Itself. 

By traversing the spiritual path, we can apprehend our inner realm 

of thoughts and emotions as well as the world around us. The author 

writes, ―Sadhana alone is the way of knowing, understanding, and 

analyzing the internal states of one‘s relationship to the external 

world.‖ (76)  

Cosmology plays a vital role in Hindu psychology. For example, 

there are three principal qualities (gunas) of what is known as 

‗Universal Substance‘ or Prakriti: these are sattva, rajas and tamas. 

Sattva is indicated by luminosity and has an ascendant tendency; 

rajas is the horizontal and expansive tendency; and tamas 

represents obscurity and has a descendant tendency. Each human 

being comprises these qualities to varying degrees, yet the Self 
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transcends all the gunas. According to Hindu psychology, a sattvic 

way of life is optimal for psychological health and wellbeing but, 

more essentially, for realizing the Self. The author writes, ―If 

modern therapy were to concentrate on helping one develop a 

sattvic way of being, many of the physical disorders and much of 

the psychological stress that we see would be eliminated.‖ (439) 

Although mental health professionals employ the five senses to 

engage the individual with whom they are working, it is often 

forgotten that reality transcends the psycho-physical domain. 

Empirical methods are praised by modern psychology, yet they 

overlook that Reality transcends the five sense. Sacred 

epistemologies, by contrast, have a more expansive outlook that 

recognizes that the invisible informs the manifest—not the other 

way around. The author notes, ―Modern psychologists do not 

understand that which is beyond observation and the analysis of 

thoughts and emotions.‖ (92) 

Through the intellect (buddhi) one can discriminate between the 

empirical ego and the Self. Again, the Self can only be known by a 

principle equal to itself. As the author states, ―The Self is known by 

the Self, and not through any other means.‖ (104) An important 

requirement of the spiritual path is the need to regularly withdraw 

from our preoccupation with the senses. This is not to suppress the 

sensory world but, rather, to immerse ourselves into a vertical 

dimension in order to contemplate the Spirit (Purusha). This is 

critical, as Krishna reminds us: ―For, the mind which yields to the 

roving senses carries away his knowledge, as the wind (carries 

away) a ship on the water.‖ (2:67) A human being, a microcosm, is 

a miniature of the cosmos. This implies that, by knowing oneself, 

one can know the Divine. For this reason, the perennial psychology 

views the center of consciousness to be a transpersonal reality and 

not the empirical ego. As the author points out, modern 

―psychology consider[s] the ego to be the center of consciousness, 

but the perennial psychology … disagrees.‖ (134) 
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People assume they are the doers of all their daily acts. This is 

because they are engrossed in the external world of forms, which 

follows their identification with the empirical ego rather than the 

Self. The author adds that ―It is only the ego that leads the human 

being to think and feel that he is the doer, the performer of actions.‖ 

(148) Through the purification of the empirical ego that is 

undergone by following a spiritual path, one learns to dis-identify 

with phenomenal reality and contemplate the Self as the true 

witness.  

Because we are trapped in ignorance (avidy ), without knowledge 

(vidya) of the Self, our problems can only be compounded. ―Human 

beings do not intentionally want to create obstacles for themselves, 

yet they create them.‖ (161) For this reason Krishna states, ―Let a 

man raise himself by himself, let him not lower himself; for, he 

alone is the friend of himself, he alone is the enemy of himself.‖ 

(6:5) 

The author emphasizes the importance of finding a spiritual path 

and persevering with it until the Self is realized: 

He will progress most directly if he absorbs himself in one tradition 

while respecting all others. When he starts practicing sadhana, the 

seeker is strictly warned to follow only one path, the path he is 

taught by his teacher, and not to follow other paths. For if one 

changes the path he follows every now and then, he will not be able 

to attain the Absolute. (175) 

Ultimately, ―there is nothing but the real Self, which is the Self of 

all.‖ (398) 

 

The author makes some useful observations about Hindu 

psychology as it applies to yoga: 
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Yoga therapy and training teach a definite and profound way to 

replace demonic qualities with the spiritual qualities that are the 

necessary means to pursue the path of knowledge. There is no such 

training program offered by modern therapists and psychologists. 

Modern psychology does not focus on the whole being or on 

helping one to set up a training program for self-transformation. 

Modern psychology is still learning to understand the cause of 

suffering, whereas yoga psychology has discovered the means and 

methods for self-transformation. (405) 

He concludes with a parting advice: 

To achieve the goal of life, one should learn to follow in the 

footsteps of the ancients whose experiences are recorded in the 

scriptures. The authentic scriptures serve as authorities and guide 

the aspirant. One who does not follow the teachings of the great 

sages but instead follows his own whims does not attain happiness 

and the goal of life…. Many have trodden the path of spirituality 

before us and have left accurate records that help one to know if he 

is properly progressing on the path. (411–412) 

Although the paths leading to God are many, we cannot take that 

journey without following one of the authentic religions bequeathed 

by tradition. The author writes, ―To attain the absolute truth, there 

are various paths that lead to the same summit.‖ (428) 

Knowledge for the ancients was not solely derived from sensory 

experience; this aberrant idea is the pernicious legacy of 

empiricism. Paradoxically, modern science—although secular in 

outlook—has its roots in metaphysics, which it repudiates. Indian 

philosopher Jadunath Sinha (1892–1978) states: ―There is no 

empirical psychology in India. Indian psychology is based on 

metaphysics.‖
5
 Modern science and, by extension, modern 

psychology have not come to terms with this problem. The 

quandary of modern Western psychology will persist until it 

realizes that any ―science of the soul‖ requires a sacred foundation 

that is inextricably linked to metaphysics.  
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While one can certainly find common ground between the perennial 

psychology and its anomalous modern offshoot, the former does not 

depend on the latter because it has always remained fully integrated. 

There are constant dangers in adapting ancient teachings for 

contemporary readers because this can dilute the force of their 

message or, worse, distort them altogether. Spirituality is implicit in 

psychology, even if modern psychology does not recognize this.  

Although this book can provide the interested reader or 

psychologist with useful information about how modern psychology 

differs from its perennial progenitor, especially in its Hindu form, it 

is not without its limitations. For example, some of its 

interpretations are not always accurate and, as already mentioned, 

the author‘s translations of the Bhagavad Gītā and other Hindu 

sacred scriptures often differ markedly from other more 

authoritative translations. While this work can be somewhat useful 

to discerning readers who take heed, it can be misleading to others 

who are less discriminating; therefore, we cannot recommend this 

book unreservedly.  

In conclusion, it ought to be clear that modern psychology can 

never be a true ―science of the soul.‖ This is because it operates on 

a level that is beyond its level of competence due to a complete 

absence of metaphysical principles in which a normal ―science of 

the soul‖ needs to be grounded. As Hindu psychology and its 

counterparts in other spiritual traditions affirm, the Divine is both 

transcendent and (to underscore the implications for subjectivity) 

immanent. In the words of Krishna: ―I am the Self, O Gudākēsa, 

seated in the heart of all beings.‖ (10:20) 
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The Jewish tradition is the oldest of the three Abrahamic 

monotheisms—followed by Christianity and Islam—yet it is still 

largely unknown that Judaism, like the other world‘s religions, 

contains within it spiritually informed psychology or ―science of the 

soul.‖ Due to the hegemonic and reductionistic epistemology of 

modern Western psychology, other spiritually based psychologies 

have been, for the most part, neglected or dismissed. By reclaiming 

a ―science of the soul‖ grounded in humanity‘s religious traditions, 

integrated modes of knowing and healing can be made available 

that recognize the triadic nature of the human being as Spirit, soul, 

and body. 

Each of the world‘s religions contains both an exoteric and esoteric 

dimension yet, at the heart of them all, can be found a unanimous 

affirmation of the Absolute. It is through the Kabbalah and 
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Hasidism, the mystical dimensions of Judaism, that its most 

profound contribution to the understanding of the human psyche is 

apparent. The term qabbalah or Kabbalah is derived from qabbel, 

meaning ―to receive,‖ yet it also signifies ―to welcome‖ and ―to 

accept,‖ referring to the seeker who is open to receive divine 

revelation. The Kabbalistic perspective is founded on our capacity 

for transcendent knowledge and the ability to enter the spiritual 

world, through which we can be sanctified and united to the 

Absolute (Ayin). The role of wisdom (ḥokhmah) is essential in 

understanding the human condition and discerning what lies beyond 

it.  

The Kabbalah is no different from most mystical traditions, in that it 

has, in large part, been transmitted orally from master to disciple, 

but whose origins are Divine. The difficulties of writing down 

esoteric teachings have been expressed by many, and here Isaac 

Luria (1534–1572) writes: 

It is impossible, because all things are interrelated. I can hardly 

open my mouth to speak without feeling as though the sea burst its 

dams and overflowed. How then shall I express what my soul has 

received, and how can I put it down in a book? (p. 21)  

References are made to this inner or mystical dimension of the 

Jewish tradition in the Zohar:  

―Woe unto those who see in the Law nothing but simple narratives 

and ordinary words!... Every word of the Law contains an elevated 

sense and a sublime mystery.‖1 Furthermore, ―woe to the man who 

regards that outer garb as the Torah itself, for such a man will be 

deprived of portion in the next world.‖2  

This book by Edward Hoffman, a psychologist and adjunct 

associate psychology professor, consists of nine chapters. Chapter 

1: Jewish Mystics: Seekers of Unity; Chapter 2: We Are the 

Cosmos; Chapter 3: The Sacred Realm of the Body; Chapter 4: 

Techniques of Inner Development; Chapter 5: Awakening Ecstasy; 
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Chapter 6: Returning to the Source: Dreams and Music; Chapter 7: 

The Dimension Beyond; Chapter 8: Life and Death: The Immortal 

Soul; and Chapter 9: The New Land and the Mind.  

As a preliminary note, it needs to be said that while all of the 

religions contain a ―science of the soul,‖ it would be an error to 

reduce religious phenomena to mere psychology. They are much 

more than this as they transcend the realm of the human psyche and 

allow access to what is higher than it. If the religions were to be 

reduced to something less than what they really are, their 

transpersonal modes of knowing and healing would be overlooked. 

Hoffman acknowledges this point, advising the reader that: ―in no 

way is this work designed to reduce the Kabbalah to the terms of 

modern psychology‖ (p. xii).  

Although it remains unclear what role the mystical roots of Judaism 

have played in the formation of modern psychology through 

psychoanalysis, what is known is that Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), 

the founder of the ―talking cure,‖ was more than mildly interested in 

Jewish mysticism. This is something that Freud‘s onetime disciple 

C.G. Jung (1875–1961) alluded to:  

One would have to take a deep plunge into the history of the Jewish 

mind. This would carry us beyond Jewish orthodoxy into the 

subterranean workings of Hasidism ... and then into the intricacies 

of the Kabbalah, which still remains unexplored psychologically.3  

While Freud himself made references to Jewish mysticism, they 

were infrequent and often ambiguous. For example, he wrote in a 

letter: ―You will see in this another confirmation of the specifically 

Jewish nature of my mysticism.‖4 

It has been stated that ―Freud, consciously or unconsciously, 

secularized Jewish mysticism; and psychoanalysis can intelligently 

be viewed as such a secularization.‖5 An expanding body of 

research has been devoted to exploring the influence of Jewish 

mysticism on the development of psychoanalysis; a monumental 
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work in this regard is David Bakan‘s, Sigmund Freud and the 

Jewish Mystical Tradition, published in 1957. According to Bakan, 

who met Rabbi Chaim Bloch, it was confirmed to him that Freud 

was made aware of the Lurianic Kabbalah when he was presented 

with a manuscript by Chaim Vital (1543–1620), who was none 

other than the foremost disciple of Isaac Luria. Upon reading this 

work of Jewish mysticism, Freud is reported to have excitedly 

stated, ―This is gold.‖6 Bakan adds that the reason why there is so 

little reference to the Jewish mysticism in Freud‘s work is that 

―anti-Semitism, in which Jewish literature was a primary object of 

attack, was so widespread and so intense at the time that to indicate 

the Jewish sources of his ideas would have dangerously exposed an 

intrinsically controversial theory to an unnecessary and possible 

fatal opposition.‖7 

Mainstream psychology and its science are still fueled by the mind-

body dualism of René Descartes (1596–1650). The Cartesian divide 

between res extensa (entities extended in space) and res cogitans 

(thinking entities) leaves no possibility for overcoming this 

bifurcation, thus reducing all human experience to the private, 

subjective realm and obliterating any notion of objective reality. 

This bifurcation is found, especially, in the medical model or 

biomedical medical of clinical diagnosis and mental health, which 

severs the psychological (psyche) from the biological (soma). 

Paradoxically, while mainstream psychology has expunged 

metaphysics from its discipline, it fails to see that the dualism it 

espouses is itself a metaphysical postulate in its own right.  

This rupture between mind and body, however, does not exist 

within the spiritually based psychologies found across humanity‘s 

diverse cultures. Within Jewish mysticism, psychological well-

being is viewed in its totality and seeks to integrate all aspects of 

the individual. Rabbi Dov Baer of Mezritch (1704–1772) pointed 

out the intimate relationship between the psycho-physical and the 

spiritual dimension as follows: ―When one makes a tiny hole in the 

body, one makes a big hole in the soul‖ (p. 64). For example, 
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Abraham Isaac Kook (1865–1935) also saw this unity when he 

remarked that ―melancholy … spread[s] as a malignant disease 

throughout the body and spirit‖ (p. 7).  

Although the human soul is not explicitly referred to above, the 

intermediary realm of the human psyche is, at its lower reaches, 

more closely identified with the body and, at its apex, tantamount to 

the Spirit, although it continually vacillates between these poles. 

The sacred significance of the human body was recognized by an 

anonymous disciple of Abraham Abulafia (1240–c. 1291) who said, 

―the Kabbalistic way of method consists, first of all, in the cleansing 

of the body itself, for the bodily is symbolic of the spiritual‖ (p. 77).  

 Within the Jewish mystical tradition, there are traditional methods 

that help discern a person‘s well-being when Spirit, soul, and body 

are considered in a health assessment. Much more can be revealed 

about a person from such a holistic perspective, as the Zohar 

observes, than from a standard test for assessing mental health; for 

example, ―his eyes do not sparkle even when he is joyful‖ (p. 58). 

Human faces are also known to divulge significant information: 

―Their shapes and lineaments reveal to the wise the inner thoughts 

and propensities of the mind‖ (p. 58). Rabbi Nachman instructs, 

―One‘s true face is his mind which illumines it from within‖ (p. 58). 

Non-verbal communication through a person‘s general appearance 

and behavior, in all of its variety, can reveal an unspoken language 

which words, in and of themselves, cannot always capture. As 

Abraham Isaac Kook observes: 

One can recognize the anxiety that comes through in marks on the 

face, in gestures, in the voice, in behavior, in the handwriting, in the 

manner of communication, in speech, and especially in the style of 

writing, in the way one develops thoughts and arranges them … 

[The] imprint will be discernible to those who look with clear eyes. 

(p. 59) 
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Perennial psychology, as informed by Jewish psychology, upholds 

the belief that the human being is a composite of Spirit, soul, and 

body. This is referenced in the following verse from Genesis: ―And 

the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed 

into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul‖ 

(2:7). Each human, according to the Jewish tradition, consists of 

nefesh, ruaḥ, and neshamah, known as the traditional elements of 

the human soul. The human body is viewed to be sacred and the 

―Holy of Holies,‖ as each constituent part corresponds to higher 

degrees of reality. The Zohar reminds us of this: ―After the supernal 

pattern, each limb correspond[s] to something in the scheme of 

Wisdom‖ (p. 70).  

The ―Body of the King‖ is the macrocosmic aspect of the human 

archetype of Principial Man (Adam Qadmon) or Transcendent Man 

(Adam ilaah), who discloses Himself to us. Numeration, or Sefirah, 

pertains to the ontological determination of the Divine. The ten 

Sefirot, in descending order are the following: Crown (Keter), 

Wisdom (Hokhmah), and Intelligence (Binah), symbolizing the 

―threefold Head‖ of the ―King‖; followed by Grace (Hesed) and 

Judgment (Din), the ―Right Arm‖ and ―Left Arm‖; then Beauty 

(Tif’eret), the ―Heart‖; followed by Victory (Netsah) and Majesty 

(Hod), forming the ―Right Thigh‖ and ―Left Thigh‖; the Foundation 

(Yesod), the ―Reproductive Organ‖; and the Kingdom (Malkhut) of 

God, the ―Feet‖, His Immanence or Presence (Shekhinah). While 

each human being has a unique archetype that corresponds to one of 

the Sefirah, all of the Sefirot are present within each human soul.8 

The creation of human beings is considered a divine descent, 

insofar as each person is created in the ―image of God‖ (Genesis 

1:26–27) who is at once transcendent and immanent.  

Human beings are continually reminded that they must not squander 

their time, as each moment is another opportunity to connect and 

realize the Divine. According to the Zohar, ―Man, whilst in this 

world, considers not and reflects not what he is standing on, and 

each day as it passes he regards as though it has vanished into 
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nothingness‖ (p. 16). Rabbi Bunam (1765–1827) urges us to engage 

in every activity with clear intention and awareness: ―We should not 

go about in haste to do a [deed], but we should first consider and 

observe the proper way and the proper spirit for its performance‖ (p. 

59). No matter where spiritual practitioners finds themselves, 

according to Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav (1772–1810), they ―must 

make sure—set aside a specific time each day to calmly review 

[their] life‖ (p. 31). He adds, ―The days pass and are gone, and one 

finds that he never once had time to really think…. One who does 

not meditate cannot have wisdom. In truth, the one thing man is 

afraid of is within himself, and the one thing he craves is within 

himself‖ (p. 71).  

It is through engaging in spiritual practices as revealed through the 

traditional doctrines and methods of the religions that we can 

transform our lower impulses and integrate them into what is 

higher. A spiritual battle is said to be waged within the heart of each 

human being. Rabbi Nachman writes, ―Within [each person] are all 

the warring nations‖ (p. 73). Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (1707–

1746) commented, ―The Highest Wisdom decreed that man should 

consist of two opposites … in a constant state of battle‖ (p. 74). 

Domination over oneself is necessary for the spiritual path, as Rabbi 

Nachman declares: ―Every man can have absolute control over his 

thoughts and direct them as he wishes‖ (p. 74). The tetragrammaton 

YHVH signifies the sacred name of God in the Jewish tradition. Its 

mystical dimension speaks of unitive adhesion (devekuth) or union 

(yihud) with the Absolute (Ayin), which can be realized through 

remembrance and invocation of the Divine Name (a practice found 

in all spiritual traditions): ―YHVH is nigh unto all them that call 

upon Him, to all them that call upon Him in truth‖ (Psalms 145:18), 

and ―Whosoever shall call on the Name of YHVH shall be saved‖ 

(2:32). Regarding troubling thoughts, he further notes, ―Do what 

you must and disregard these thoughts completely‖ (p. 89). 

Pertaining to lustful thoughts Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Polonne 

(1710–1784) advises that the person ―should understand that if he 

has this desire, merely because of the single holy spark that is there, 
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how much greater will be his delight if he attaches himself to the 

Source of this delight‖ (p. 88).  

Across the diverse cosmologies of the world, it is recognized that 

the cosmos consists of a hierarchy of ontological degrees, from the 

most basic elements to the most complex forms of life. As each 

human being is a miniature of the cosmos (or microcosm), these 

levels of reality exist both within and without the individual being 

and are unified in the Absolute. It is written in the Zohar: 

As man‘s body consists of members and parts of various ranks all 

acting and reacting upon each other so as to form one organism, so 

does the world at large consist of a hierarchy of created things, 

which when they properly act and react upon each together form 

literally one organic body… (p. 35)  

In fact, each higher level of reality contains the lower levels, which 

is confirmed in the Zohar: ―Upper and lower, from the first mystic 

point up to the furthest removed of all the stages. They are all 

coverings to one another‖ (p. 38). The communion between all 

phenomena is also recognized, as Rabbi Luzzatto discerned: ―The 

patterns and systems of all existence [are set up] in such a fashion 

that all of them are interconnected‖ (p. 39). The existence of 

multiple levels of reality does not take away from the Divine Unity, 

which Rabbi Nachman speaks to: ―All things have one root‖ (p. 35). 

The core of all Abrahamic monotheisms is a recognition of Divine 

Unity, which the Jewish tradition affirms in this famous verse: 

―Hear, O Israel, YHVH, our god, YHVH is One‖ (Deuteronomy 

6:4).  

The manifestation of the cosmos exists as a coincidence of 

opposites consisting of binaries, such as masculine and feminine. 

Commenting on the biblical verse, ―And God divided the light from 

the darkness‖ (Genesis 1:4), the Zohar explains: 
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Up to this point the male principle was represented by light and the 

female by darkness; subsequently they were joined together and 

made one. The difference by means of which light is distinguished 

from darkness is by degree only; both are one in kind, as there is no 

light without darkness and no darkness without light. (p. 40) 

These poles of cosmic manifestation are recognized across religious 

traditions. To ignore one of the two poles, or to confuse them, 

would be to subvert the Divine order. According to the Torah: ―So 

God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created 

him; male and female He created them‖ (Genesis 1:27). Jewish 

mysticism as found in the Zohar goes as far as to say that ―Every 

figure which does not comprise male and female elements is not a 

true and proper figure‖ (p. 41). It emphasizes that God, in the 

masculine form, requires a feminine counterpart: ―The King without 

the Matrona is no king, nor He great nor highly praised‖ (p. 65). 

The traditional understanding of the androgyne confirms that, 

originally, a human being was neither male nor female, but 

comprised of both as an archetypal reality found in the Absolute. 

The Midrash explains: ―When the Holy One, Blessed be He, created 

the first man, He created him androgynous‖ (Genesis Rabbah 8:1). 

To be clear, the primordial androgyne exists in the archetypal 

reality, prior to the created order or the manifest world.  

Jewish mysticism is filled with images of human love and sexuality 

that converge in the Absolute (Ayin). The contrast between the flesh 

and the spirit is often expressed as an unreflecting dualism; yet in 

metaphysics, human love and sexuality are spiritualized and 

therefore embody a non-dual vision of life. It is written in the Zohar 

that ―The seed [of the Holy One] does not flow save when the 

Female is present and their mutual desires are blended into one 

indissoluble ecstasy‖ (pp. 40–41). Elsewhere it is written: ―The 

desire of the female produces a vital spirit and is embraced in the 

vehemence of the male, so that soul is joined with soul and they are 

made one, each embraced in the other‖ (p. 53). The great Master of 

Kabbalah Moses Cordovero (1522–1570) writes, ―A man should be 
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very careful to behave so that the Shekinah [the female aspect 

mediated between the Divine and the created order] cleaves always 

to him and never departs;‖ and adds, ―Man stands between the two 

females, the physical female … and the Shekinah who stands above 

him to bless him‖ (p. 19).  

Asceticism as found in other spiritual traditions is discouraged 

within Judaism. Rabbi Luzzatto writes of those who practice this 

path that they ―abstain not only from that which is not essential to 

them, but also from that which is, punishing their bodies with 

strange forms of affliction‖ (p. 63). Baal Shem Tov, the ―Master of 

the Divine Name‖ (Israel ben Eliezer, 1698–1760), emphasized that 

although spiritual discipline is essential, life is to be celebrated: 

―Without the feeling of love, stimulated by pleasures, it is difficult 

to feel true love of God‖ (p. 25). Having a joyful disposition was 

considered essential. Rabbi Nachman taught: ―Always be joyful, no 

matter what you are. With happiness, you can give a person life‖ (p. 

96). He even went so far as to recommend that ―If you have no 

enthusiasm, put on a front. Act enthusiastic and the feeling will 

become genuine‖ (p. 96).  

The diverse expressions of the ―science of the soul‖ reflect a 

common insight into the uniqueness of each human being; namely, 

that no two persons can be understood in the same way nor can 

treatment be provided in exactly the same manner. This also applies 

to each person‘s relationship to the Divine. The Baal Shem Tov 

observed: ―No two persons have the same abilities. Each man 

should work in the service of God according to his own talents. If 

one man tries to imitate another, he merely loses his opportunity to 

do good through his own merit‖ (p. 26). Correspondingly, each 

human soul, regardless of its differences, seeks to be reunited with 

the Infinite (Ein Sof). Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liady (1747–1812) 

writes that the human soul ―naturally yearns to separate itself and 

depart from the body in order to unite with its origin and source … 

the fountainhead of all life‖ (p. 29). The Zohar teaches that the 

spiritual path is gradual process:  
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At that time, He will first open for them a tiny aperture of light, then 

another somewhat larger, and so on until He will throw open for 

them the supernal gates which face on all the four quarters of the 

world…. For we know that when a man has been long shut up in 

darkness it is necessary, on bringing him into the light, first to make 

for him an opening as small as the eye of a needle, and then one a 

little larger, and so on gradually until he can endure the full light…. 

So, too, a sick man who is recovering cannot be given a full diet all 

at once, but only gradually. (p. 98)  

The human being is called to ―Lift up your eyes on high and behold 

who has created these [things]‖ (Isaiah 40:26); however, we cannot 

enact the Psalmist‘s injunction to ―take off the veil from mine 

eyes…‖ (119:18) without first adhering to an authentic spiritual 

form. The veil exists for the protection of the person and cannot be 

lifted prematurely without doing harm, and this is taught in many of 

the world‘s sacred scriptures. Therefore, religious and spiritual 

traditions caution against accessing altered states of consciousness 

as ends-in-themselves or without preparation under the aegis of a 

qualified guide. Rabbi Luzzatto remarked, ―It is obvious … that it is 

not appropriate for a commoner to make use of the King‘s scepter. 

Regarding this, our sages teach us, ‗He who makes use of the 

Crown will pass away‘‖ (p. 76). Likewise, Rabbi Nachman warns 

about seeking such experiences: ―Imagine that you would 

constantly [experience] all that we know about the [spiritual] 

world…. If you could, it would be impossible for you to endure 

life‖ (p. 99). We are reminded of the words contained in the Zohar, 

―Before they [people] can reach this [state], they need much 

guidance, each one according to his degree of preparation‖ (p. 133). 

A prominent teaching in the world‘s religions is found in the 

injunction to die before you die. This alchemical and transformative 

psycho-spiritual process is central to perennial psychology as it 

reoccurs in a myriad of diverse instructions throughout the spiritual 
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traditions, which all convey the same message. Within the Jewish 

tradition, it is known as the ―cessation or annihilation of existence‖ 

(bittul ha-yesh) by implication in the Absolute (Ayin). It is in 

becoming empty of everything except the Divine—―Until the spirit 

be poured upon us from on high‖ (Isaiah 32:15)—that we can 

realize the fullness of the human condition, our true identity in the 

human archetype of Principial Man (Adam Qadmon) or 

Transcendent Man (Adam ilaah). The integration of our psycho-

physical elements into the Spirit must be done ―with all thine heart, 

and with all thy soul, and with all thy might‖ (Deuteronomy 6:5). 

This process requires restoring the individual intellect to its rightful 

place in the Divine Intellect. As Rabbi Isaac of Acre (1250–1350) 

reminds us, the human soul ―will cleave to the divine intellect, and 

it will cleave to her ... and she and the intellect become one entity, 

as if somebody pours out a jug of water into a running well, that all 

becomes one.‖9 The Divine Intellect will then dwell in its proper 

abode, within the spiritual heart of the human being, where it 

becomes the ―eye of the heart‖ (‘ein ha-lev): ―In the hearts of all 

that are wise-hearted, I have put wisdom‖ (Exodus 31:6).  

Jewish mysticism according to the Zohar is an invitation to realize 

our true identity in the Divine: ―O, ye terrestrial beings who are 

sunk deep in slumber, awake!‖ (p. 91). Baal Shem Tov provides a 

parable describing the spiritual seeker: 

A king had built a glorious palace full of corridors and partitions, 

but he himself lived in the innermost room. When the palace was 

completed and his servants came to pay him homage, they found 

that they could not approach the king because of the devious maze. 

While they stood and wondered, the king‘s son came and showed 

them that those were not real partitions, but only magical illusions, 

and that the king, in truth, was easily accessible. Push forward 

bravely and you shall find no obstacle. (p. 95)  
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On death and dying, Jewish psychology takes an approach in 

common with other sacred psychologies. It is recalled that Rabbi 

Bunam said on his deathbed to his lamenting wife, ―Why do you 

weep? All my life has been given merely that I might learn how to 

die‖ (p. 150). As death approached, Rabbi Elimelech of Lizensk 

(1717–1786) said, ―Why should I not rejoice, seeing that I am about 

to leave this world below, and enter into the higher world of 

eternity?‖ (p. 150). According to Rabbi Luzzatto, ―This world is 

like the shore and the World to Come like the sea‖ (p. 145). 

Hoffman‘s book provides helpful ways to better understand the 

distinctions between modern Western psychology and that of the 

perennial psychology, as informed by the Jewish sapiential 

tradition. The timeless wisdom of Judaism and its mystical 

dimension, especially the Kabbalah and Hasidism—along with their 

psychological applications—have been neglected for far too long. 

For his exposition of these important insights, Hoffman is to be 

commended; however, a significant limitation of this book is that it 

attempts to reconcile the religious and spiritual traditions of the 

world, particularly Judaism, with the findings of modern science 

and psychology. This is to ignore the fact that each psychology or 

―science of the soul‖ is rooted in metaphysics, sacred science, and 

spiritual principles that are integral and complete, not reliant on the 

often reductionist findings of contemporary psychology.  

Although parallels may be drawn between the wisdom traditions of 

the world‘s great faiths and psychology today—particularly the 

more inclusive paradigms of humanistic or transpersonal 

psychology—this does not remedy the fundamental problem which 

is that the foundation of contemporary psychology is premised on a 

profound error that reflects a flawed ontological basis. For this 

reason, whatever new theories or techniques may emerge within the 

discipline, they will inevitably remain vitiated by the expulsion of 

metaphysics from psychology; a pernicious development that 

became entrenched in the so-called Enlightenment. 
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No effective and holistic psychological model can be forged in the 

absence of a transcendent reality at its center. A true ―science of the 

soul‖ needs to return to its source in metaphysics, which is akin to 

the integral practice of tikkun olam (repairing or healing the world) 

found within the Jewish tradition. In this way, not only the world, 

but the human psyche on both an individual and collective level, 

can be restored in the spiritual domain.  
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