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FOREWORD 

As may be inferred from its title the purpose of this 
book is not so much to give a description of Islam 
as to explain, one might say, why Moslems believe 
in it: in what follows, therefore, the reader is pre­
sumed already to have certain elementary notions 
about the religion of Islam such as can be found 
without difficulty in other books. 

What we really have in mind in this as in previous 
works is the scientia sacra or philosophia perennis, 
that universal gnosis which always has existed and 
always will exist. Few topics are so unrewarding 
as conventional laments about the 'researches of 
the human mind' never being satisfied; in fact every­
thing has been said already, though it is far from 
being the case that ·everyone has always under­
stood it. There can therefore be no question of 
presenting 'new truths'; what is needed in our 
time, and indeed in every age remote from the 
origins of Revelation, is to provide some people 
with, keys fashioned afresh-keys no better than 
the old ·ones but merely more elaborated-in order 
to help them to rediscover the truths written in an 
eternal script in the very substance of man's spirit. 

This book is no more restricted to an exclusive 
programme than were our earlier writings. A number 
of digressions will be found which, though they 
appear to go beyond the limits indicated by the 
title, have none the less been deemed indispensable 
in their context. The justification for expressions 
and forms lies in the truth; it is not the converse 
that holds good. Truth is at the same time both 

. 1 _single and infinite; hence the perfectly homogeneous 
diversity of its language. 



FOREWORD 

This book is intended primarily for Western 
readers given the language in which it is written and 
the nature of its dialectic, but there are doubtless 
some Orientals, schooled in Western moulds-men 
who have perhaps lost sight of the solid grounds for 
faith in God and Tradition-who equally may be 
able to profit from it and in any case to understand 
that Tradition is not a childish and outmoded 
mythology but a science that is terribly real. 

F.S. 



God is the Light of the heavens and 
of the earth 

QURAN 

The first thing created by God was 
the Intellect 

THE PROPHET 

God did not distribute to His servants 
anything more to be esteemed 

than Intelligence 
ALI 
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CHAPTER ONE 

ISLAM 

ISLAM is the meeting between God as such and man as such. 
God as such: that is to say God envisaged, not as He mani­

~ested Himself in a particular way at a particular time, but 
Independently of history and inasmuch as He is what He is and 
also as by His nature He creates and reveals. 

Man as such: that is to say man envisaged, not as a fallen 
be~ng needing a miracle to save him, but as man, a theomorphic 
bemg endowed with an intelligence capable of conceiving of the 
Absolute and with a will capable of choosing what leads to the 
Absolute. 

To say 'God' is to say also 'being', 'creating', 'revealing'; in 
other words it is to say 'Reality', 'Manifestation', 'Reintegra­
tion': to say 'man' is to say 'theomorphism', 'transcendent 
intelligence' and 'free will'. These are, in the author's meaning, 
the premises of the Islamic perspective, those which explain 
its every application and must never be lost sight of by anyone 
wanting to understand any particular aspect of Islam. 

Man thus appears a priori as a dual receptacle made for the 
Absolute, and Islam comes to fill that receptacle, first with the 
truth of the Absolute and secondly with the law of the Absolute·. 
Islam then is in essence a truth and a law-or the Truth and the 
Law-the former answering to the intelligence and the latter to 
the will. It is thus that Islam sets out to abolish both un­
certainty and hesitation and, a fortiori, both error and sin; 
error in holding that the Absolute is not, or that it is relative, 
or that there are two Absolutes, or that the relative is absolute· 
sin places these errors on the level of the will or of action. Thes~ 
two doctrines of the Absolute and of man are respectively to be 
found in the two 'testimonies' of the Islamic faith, the first 
(La ilaka iUa 'Llah) concerning God and the second (Muham­
madun' rasUZ.u 'Llah) concerning the Prophet. 

:I3 



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

The idea of predestination, so strongly marked in Islam, does 
not do away with the idea of freedom. Man is subject to pre­
destination because he is not God, but he is free because he is 
'made in the image of God'. God alone is absolute freedom, but 
human freedom, despite its relativity-in the sense that it is 
'relatively absolute' -is not something other than freedom any 
more than a feeble light is something other than light. To deny 
predestination would amount to pretending that God does not 
know events 'in advance' and so is not omniscient: quod absit. 

To sum up: Islam confronts what is immutable in God with 
what is permanent in man. For 'exoteric' Christianity man is 
a priori will, or, more exactly, he is will corrupted; clearly the 
intelligence is not denied, but it is taken into consideration 
orilyas an aspect of will; man is will and in man will is intelli­
gent; when the wiil is corrupted, so also is the intelligence 
corrupted in the sense that in no way could it set the will to 
rights. Therefore a divine intervention is needed: the sacrament. 
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. The Testimony of Faith-the Shahadah-determines 
the intelligence, and the Islamic Law-the Shari' ah--deter­
mines the will; in Islamic esotericism-the Tariqah-there are 
initiatic graces which serve as keys and underline our 'super­
natural nature'. Once again, our salvation, its texture and its 
development, 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. 

Again in the same way: only man has t~e gj_f!.2J speech, be­
cause he alone among earthly creatures is 'made iri the image 
of God' in a direct and integral manner; now, if it is this thea­
morphism which, thanks to a divine impulsion, brings about 
salvation or deliverance, speech has its part to play as well as 
intelligence and will. These last are indeed actualized by prayer, 
which is speech both divine and human, the act relating to the 
will and its content to intelligence; speech is as it were the 
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ISLAM 

immaterial, though sensory, body of our will and of our under­
standing; but speech is not necessarily exteriorized, for articu­
lated thought also involves language. In Islam nothing is of 
greater importance than the canonical prayers ($alat) directed 
towards the Kaaba and the 'mentioning of God' (dhikru 'Llah) 
directed towards the heart; the speech of the Sufi is repeated in 
the universal prayer of humanity and even in the prayer, often 
inarticulate, of all beings. 

What constitutes the originality of Islam is, not the discovery 
of the saving function of intelligence, will and speech-that 
function is clear enough and is known to every religion-but 
that it has made of this, within the framework of Semitic 
monotheism, the point of departure in a perspective of salvation 
and deliverance. 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 el-islam, in other words conformity to 
what is willed by God, or by the Absolute, on the one hand in 
respect of our earthly existence and our spiritual possibility, 
and on the other in respect both of man as such and of man in a 
collective sense; §f>e_ech is communication with God and is 
essentially prayer and ~nvocation. When seen from this angle 
Islam recalls tO inan not so much what he should know, do and 
say, as what intelligence, will and speech are, by very definition. 
The Revelation does not' superadd new elements but unveils 
the-fundamental nature of the receptacle. 

This could also be expressed as follows: if man, being made in 
the image of God, is distinguished from the other creatures by 
having transcendent intelligence, free will and the gift of speech, 
then Islam is the religion of certainty, equilibrium and prayer, 
to take in their order the three deiform faculties. And thus we 
meet the triad traditional in Islam, that of el-iman (the 'Faith'), 
el-islam (the 'Law', literally, 'submission') and el-ihsan (the 
'Way', literally, 'virtue'): now the essential means of this third 
element is the 'remembering of God' actualized through speech 
on the basis of the first two elements. From the metaphysical 
point of view which is here in question el-iman is certainty of 
the Absolute and of the attachment of all things to the Absolute; 
el-islam-and the Prophet inasmuch as he personifies Islam-is 
an equilibrium in terms of the Absolute and with the Absolute 
in view; and finally el-ihsan leads these first two back to their 
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UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

essences by the magic of sacred speech, inasmuch as this speech 
is the vehicle for both intelligence and will. The part thus played 
by man's aspects of theomorphism in what might be called 
fundamental and 'pre-theological' Islam is the more remarkable 
since Islamic doctrine, which emphasizes the transcendence of 
God and the incommensurability between Him and ourselves .. 
is repugnant to analogies made for the advantage of man; thus 
Islam is far from relying explicitly and generally on man's 
quality of being a divine image, although the Quran bears 
testimony to it in the words: 'When I shall have formed him 
according to perfection and breathed into him a portion of My 
Spirit (min-Ruhi), fall down before him in prostration' (XV, 29 
and XXXVIII, 72) and although the anthropomorphism of 
God in the Quran implies the theomorphism of man. 

The doctrine of Islam hangs on two statements: first 'There 
is no divinity (or reality~ or ~~solut~} _?~tside the only Divinit~ 
(or Reality: or ~bsolute} (La ~l":ha ~ua Llah), and 'Muhammaq 
(the "Glorifie<:I , the Perfect)_ IS th~ Envoy (the mouthpiece» 
the intermediary, the mamfestat10n, the symbol} of th 
Divinity' (Muhammadun Rasulu 'Llah); these are the first an~ 
the second 'Testimonies' (Shahadat) of the faith. 

Here we are in the presence of two assertions, two certitudes 
two levels of reality: the Absolu~e and th_e _relative, Cause anci 
effect, God and the world. Islam IS the religton of certitude anq 
equilibrium, as Christianity is the religion of love and sacrifice 
By this we mean, not that religions have monopolies but thai 
each lays stress on one or other aspect of truth. Islam seeks t 
implant certitude-its unitary faith stands forth as somethin~ 
manifestly clear without in any way renouncing mystery~ 
and is based on two axiomatic certainties, one concerning ti:t 
Principle, which is both Being and Beyond-Being and the oth.,. ~ 

• "f I "l:-concermng mam estation, both formal and supraformal: thl.l. 
it is a matter on the one hand of 'God'-or of 'The Godhead' i ~ 
the sense in which Eckhart used that term-and on the other (;)t":\ 
'Earth' and 'Heaven'. The first of these certainties is that 'Got 
alone is' and the second that •au things are attached to God' c::J.. 

-~ 

1 Mystery is as it were the inner infinity of certitude and the latter could lJ. 
exhaust the former. <::11::: 

11 These two relationships are also expressed in the follow· f Ia in tl.. •v il Go , . 1ng ormu ...._ 
Quran: er Y we are d s (snna lilLahi) and verily unto Him we retul:l::t~ 
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ISLAM 

In other words: 'nothing is absolutely evident save the 
Absolute'; then, following on this truth: 'All manifestation, and 
so all that is relative, is attached to the Absolute.' The world is 
linked to God-or the relative to the Absolute-both in respect 
of its cause and of its end: the word 'Envoy', in the second 
Shaluidah, therefore enunciates, first a causality and then a 
finality, the former particularly conceming the world and the 
second conceming man.1 

All metaphysical truths are comprised in the first of these 
'testimonies' and all eschatological truths in the second. But 
it could also be said that the first Shahiidah is the formula of 
discernment or 'abstraction' (tanzih) while the second is the 
formula of .integration or 'analogy' (tashbih): in the first 
Shahadah the word 'divinity' (ilah)-taken here in its ordinary 
current sense-designates the world inasmuch as it is unreal 
because God alone is real, while the name of the Prophet 
(Muhammad) in the second Shahadah designates the world in­
asmuch as it is real because nothing can be outside God; in 
certain respects all is He. Realizing the first Shahiidah means 
first of all-'first of all' because this Shahiidah includes the 
second in an eminent degree-becoming fully conscious that the 
Principle alone is real and that the world, though on its own 
level it 'exists', 'is not'; in one sense it therefore means realizing 
the universal void. Realizing the second Shahadah means first 
of all2 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 Shahadah 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 one hand in respect of the perfection of 

(wa-innii ilayhi riiji'un). The Basmalah, the formula: 'In the Name of God the 
infinitely Good, the ever Merciful' (Bismi 'Lliihi 'Rrahmiini 'Rrahfm) equally 
expresses the attachment of all things to the Principle. 

1 Or again, the cause or origin is in the word rasul (Envoy) and the finality 
in the word Muhammad (Glorified). The risiilah {the 'thing sent', the 'epistle', 
the Quran) 'came down' in the laylat el-Qadr {the 'night of the Power that is 
destiny') and Mohammad 'ascended' in the laylat el-mi'riij {the 'night journey') 
thus prefiguring the end of man. 

a 'First of all' meaning in this case that in the final analysis this Shahiidah, 
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. 
B 
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existence and on the other in respect of the perfections of mode 
or expression.1 

If Islam merely sought to teach that there is only one God an? 
not two or more, it would have no persuasive force. In fact 1t 
is characterized by persuasive ardour and this comes from the 
fact that at root it teaches the reality of the Absolute and the 
dependence of all things on the Absolute. Islam is the religion 
of the Absolute as Christianity is the religion of love and of 
miracle; but love and miracle also pertain to the Absolute and 
express nothing other than an attitude It assumes in relation 
to us. 

If we go to the very root of things we are forced to observe 
-setting aside any dogmatic question-that the basic reason 
for the mutual lack of understanding between Christians and 
Moslems lies in this: the Christian always sees before him his 
will-the will that is as it were himself-and so is confronted by 
an indeterminate vocational space into which he can plunge, 
bringing into play his faith and his heroism; by contrast the 
Islamic system of 'external' and clearly laid down prescriptions 
seems to him the expression of a mediocrity ready to make all 
kinds of concessions and incapable of any soaring flight: Moslem 
virtue seems to him in theory-he is ignorant of its practice­
to be something artificial and empty. The outlook of the Moslem 
is very different: he sees before him-before his intelligence 
which chooses the One-not a space for the will such as would 
seem to him a temptation to individualistic adventuring, but a 
system of channels divinely predisposed for the equilibrium of 
his volitive life, and this equilibrium, far from being an end in 
itself as is supposed by the Christian, who is accustomed to a 
more or less exclusive idealism of the will, is on the contrary 
in the final analysis only a basis for escaping, in peace-giving 
and liberating contemplation of the Immutable, from the 
uncertainties and turbulence of the ego. To sum up: if the atti­
tude of equilibrium which Islam seeks and realizes appears. in 
Christian eyes as a calculating mediocrity incapable of reachmg 

. h h 1 has spoken of 'islam 
I In connection with Ibn ~rabi a Spams sc o ar doctrine of the Shaikh 

cristianizado': this is to lose stght of the fact tha: the rticu1ar even a sort of 
el-akbar was essentially Mohamma~:n ·~~~h ":'~st: :eaning of the Vedantic 
ommentary on Muhammadun rasu u a 1 • 

c . . , 11 things are Atma' and 'That art thou . saymgs. a 
I8 
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the supernatural, the sacrificial idealism of Christianity is liable 
to be misinterpreted by the Moslem as an individualism con­
temptuous of the divine gift of intelligence. If the objection is 
raised that the average Moslem does not concern himself with 
contemplation, the answer is that no more does the average 
Christian bother himself with sacrifice; in the depths of his soul 
every Christian nourishes an urge to sacrifice which will perhaps 
never be actualized, and in the same way every Moslem has, by 
reason of his faith, a predisposition to contemplation which will 
perhaps never actually dawn in his heart. Apart from this 
another objection might be made by some, who would say that 
Christian and Moslem mysticism, far from being opposed types, 
on the contrary present such striking analogies that one is felt 
bound to conclude that there have been either unilateral or 
reciprocal borrowings; to this the answer is that, if we suppose 
the starting point of Sufis to have been the same as that of 
Christian mystics, the question arises why they should have 
remained Moslems and how they were able to endure being 
Moslems; in reality they were saints not in spite of their religion 
but through their religion. Far from being Christians in disguise 
men like Al-HalHi.j and Ibn 'Arabi on the contrary did no 
more than carry the possibilities of Islam to their highest 
point as their great forerunners had done. Despite certain 
appearances, such as the absence of monasticism as a social 
institution, Islam, which extols poverty, fasting, solitude 
and silence, includes all the premises of a contemplative 
asceticism. 

When a Ghristian hears the word 'truth' he immediately 
thinks of the fact that 'the Word was made flesh', whereas, when 
a Moslem hears that word he thinks first of all that 'there is no 
divinity apart from the sole Divinity' and will interpret this, 

-according to his level or knowledge, either literally or meta­
. physically. Christianity is founded on an 'event' and Islam on 

'being', on 'the nature of things'; that which appears in Chris­
th(nity as a unique fact, the Revelation, is seen in Islam as the 
rhythmic manifestation of ·a principle. If, for Christians, the 
truth is that Christ allowed himself to be crucified, for Moslems 
-for whom the truth is that there is only one God-the cruci­
fixion of Christ is by its very nature such that it cannot be 'the 
Truth', and. the Moslem rejection of the cross is a way of ex­
pressing this. Moslem antihistoricism-and by analogy it could 
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be termed 'Platonic' or 'gnostic'--culminates in this rejection 
which is at root quite external and for some1 even doubtful as 
to its intention. 

The Fall too-and not only the Incarnation-is a unique 
'event' deemed capable of determining 'being'-that of man­
in a total manner. For Islam the fall of Adam is a necessary 
manifestation of evil but one which does not imply that evil 
can determine the true nature of man, since man cannot lose 
his theomorphism. In Christianity the divine 'action' appears 
in a way to have priority over the divine 'being' in the sense 
that the 'action' is reflected in the very definition of God. This 
way of looking at things may appear cursory, but there is here 
a very subtle distinction which cannot be neglected when com­
paring the two theologies in question. 

The attitude of reserve adopted by Islam, not indeed towards 
miracles, but towards the Judaeo-Christian, and particularly 
the Christian, axiomatic assumption of miracles is explained by 
the predominance of the pole of 'intelligence' over the pole of 
'existence': the Islamic outlook is based on what is spiritually 
evident, on the feeling of the Absolute, in conformity with the 
very nature of man which is in this case seen as a theomorphic 
intelligence and not as a will only waiting to be seduced in either 
a good or a bad sense, seduced, that is to say, by miracles or by 
temptations. If Islam, the last to appear in the series of great 
Revelations, is not founded on miracles-though o~ ~ecessity 
admitting them, for otherwise it could not be a rehgwn-this 
is also because Antichrist 'will lead many astray by his won­
ders' .2 Now spiritual certainty (something at the very opposite 
pole from that 'turning upside down' produced by miracles), 
a certainty which Islam offers in the form of a penetrating 
unitary faith, an acute sense of the Absolute, is an element to 
which the devil has no access; he can imitate a miracle but not 
what is intellectually evident; he can imitate a phenomenon but 
not the Holy Spirit, except in the case of those who want to be 
deceived and have anyhow no sense either of the truth or of 
the sacred. 

I As, for instance, for Abfi Hatim, quoted by Louis Massignon in his Le 
Christ dans les Evangiles selon Al-Ghaziilf. 

s A Catholic writer of the end of last century could exclaim 'What we need is 
signs, concrete facts!' It is inconceivable that a Moslem should say such a thing; 
in Islam it would seem infidelity or even a call to the devil or to antichrist and 
anyhow a most blameworthy extravagance. 
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Allusion has already been made to the non-historical charac­
ter of the Islamic perspective. This character explains, not only 
its intention of being simply the repetition of a timeless reality 
or a phase in a nameless rhythm, and so a 'reform' -in the 
strictly orthodox and traditional meaning of the term, and 
even in a transposed sense because an authentic Revelation is 
inevitably spontaneous and comes only from God whatever the 
appearance-but it also explains such Islamic ideas as that of 
continual creation: were God not Creator at every moment the 
world would pass away; since God is always Creator it is He who 
intervenes in every phenomenon and there are no secondary 
causes, no intermediate principles, no natural laws which can 
come between God and the cosmic fact excepting only in the 
case of man who, being the representative, the imam, of God on 
earth, has those miraculous gifts, intelligence and freedom. But 
in the final analysis not even these gifts escape the divine 
determination; man freely chooses what God wills; he chooses 
'freely' because God wills it thus, because God cannot fail to 
manifest within the contingent order His absolute Freedom. So 
our freedom is real, but with a reality that is illusory like the 
relativity in which it is produced and in which it is a reflection 
of That which is. 

The fundamental difference between Christianity and Islam 
after all shows up clearly in what Christians and Moslems 
respectively detest: what is detestable for the Christian is, first, 
the rejection of the divinity of Christ and of the Church and in 
the second place morals less ascetic than his own, not to say lax; 
as for the Moslem, he hates the rejection of Allah and of Islam 
because the supreme Unity and its absoluteness and transcend­
ence appear to him dazzlingly evident and majestic and because 
for him Islam, the Law, is the divine Will and the logical 
emanation, in the mode of equilibrium, of that Unity. Now the 
divine Will-and here above all the whole difference shows 
up-does not necessarily coincide with what involves sacrifice, 
it may even in some cases combine the useful and the agreeable; 
and so the Moslem will say: 'That is good which God wants', 
not: 'What is painful is what God wants'; logically the Christian 
is of the same opinion as the Moslem, but his sensibility and his 
imagination lead him rather towards the second formulation. 
In the climate of Islam the divine Will has in view in the first 
place, not sacrifice and suffering as pledges of love, but the 
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deployment of the theomorphic intelligence (min Ruhi, 'of My 
Spirit'), itself determined by the Immutable and thus including 
our being, otherwise there is 'hypocrisy' (nifaq) since to know is 
to be. In reality the apparent 'easiness' of Islam tends towards 
an equilibrium, as has already been pointed out, of which the 
sufficient reason is in the final analysis 'vertical' effort, contem­
plation, gnosis. In one sense what we must do is the opposite 
of what God does; in another sense we must act like Him: this 
is because on the one hand we are like God, since we exist, and 
on the other we are opposed to him since, in existing, we are 
separated from Him. For example, God is Love; so we ought to 
love because we are like Him; but, from another side, He judges 
and avenges, and this we cannot do because we are other than 
He; but as these positions are always approximate, morals can 
and must differ; there is always room in us-at any rate in 
principle-for a guilty love and a just vengeance. Here it is all 
a matter of accent and delimitation; the choice depends on a 
perspective which is not arbitrary (for then it would not be a 
perspective) but in conformity with the nature of things or 
with a particular aspect of that nature. 

All the positions described above are founded on the dogmas 
or, in a deeper sense, on the metaphysical perspectives which 
they express, that is to say, on a certain 'point of view' as to 
the subject and on a certain 'aspect' as to the object. Seeing 
that Christianity is founded on the divinity of an earthly 
phenomenon-it is not in himself that Christ is earthly but in 
so far as he moves in space and time-Christianity is forced as 
a consequence to introduce relativity into the Absolute, or 
rather to consider the Absolute at a relative level, that of the 
Trinity;l since a particular 'relative' is considered as absolute 
the Absolute must have something of the relative, and since the 
Incarnation is a fact of the Divine Mercy or Love, God must be 
envisaged at the outset in this aspect and man in the corres-

1 To speak of distinction is to speak of relativity. The very term 'trinitarian 
relationships' proves that the point of view adopted-providentially and 
necessarily adopted-stands at the level proper to all bhakti. Gnosis goes beyond 
this level in attributing absoluteness to the 'Godhead' in the Eckhartian sense 
or to the 'Father' when the Trinity is envisaged 'vertically', in which case th~ 
'Son' corresponds to Being-the first relativity 'in the Absolute'-and the 
Holy Spirit to Act. 
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ponding aspect of will and affection; and equally the spiritual 
path must be a reality of love. The Christian emphasis on the 
will is the counterpart of the Christian conception of the Abso­
lute and, if the expression is permissible, this in tum is as if 
determined by the 'historicity' of God. 

Analogously, seeing that Islam is founded on the absoluteness 
of God, it is forced as a consequence-since by its form it is a 
Semitic dogmatism1-to exclude all that is earthly from the 
Absolute and so must, at least on the level of words, deny the 
divinity of Christ; it is not obliged to deny that in a secondary 
manner the relative is in God for inevitably it admits the divine 
attributes, otherwise it would be denying the totality of God and 
all possibility of connection between God and the world; but it 
has to deny any directly divine character outside the. single 
Principle. The Sufis are the first to recognize that nothing can 
stand outside the supreme Reality, for to say that Unity 
excludes everything amounts to saying that from another 
point of view-that of the reality of the world-it includes 
everything; but this truth is not susceptible of dogmatic 
formulation, though it is logically included in the La ilaha illa 
'Llah. 

When the Quran affirms that the Messiah is not God it means 
he is not 'a god' other than God, or that he is not God qua the 
earthly Messiah; 2 and when the Quran rejects the dogma of the 
Trinity it means there is no triad in 'God as such', that is, in the 
Absolute, which is beyond all distinctions. Finally, when the 
Quran appears to deny the death of Christ, it can be understood 
to mean that in reality Jesus vanquished death, whereas the 
Jews believed they had killed the Christ in his very essence ;3 

here the truth of the symbol prevails over the truth of the fact 
in the sense that a spiritual negation takes the form of a material 

1 Dogmatism is characterized by the fact that it attributes an absolute 
scope and an exclusive sense to a particular 'point of view' or 'aspect'. In pure 
metaphysics all conceptual antinomies are resolved in the total truth, some­
thing which must not be confused with a levelling out of real oppositions by 
denying them. 

2 In Christian terms: human nature is not divine nature. If Islam insists on 
this, as it does, in one particular way and not in some other that is because of 
its angle of vision. 

a The Quran says: 'Say not of those that have been slain in the way of God 
that they are dead; say that they are living, though ye are not aware of it.' 
See also Gnosis by F. Schuon, Murray, 1959. 
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negat~on;I but, from another angle, by this negation, or apparent 
?egatwn, ~sl~m eliminates the way of Christ in what concerns 
Itself, and 1t 1s logical that it should do this since its own way is 
different and it has no need to claim those means of grace which 
are proper to Christianity. 

On the plane of total truth, which includes all possible points 
of view, aspects and modes, any recourse to reason alone is 
evidently useless: consequently it is vain to adduce against sorne 
dogma of a 'foreign' religion that an error denounced by reason 
cannot become a truth on another level, for that is to forget that 
the reason works in an indirect way, or by reflections, and that 
its axioms are inadequate in so far as it trespasses on the 
ground of pure intellect. Reason is formal by its nature and 
formalis~ic in its operations; it proceeds by 'coagulations', by 
altematlve.s and b~ exclusions-or, it can be said, by partial 
truth~. It 1.s no~, l~ke pure intellect, formless and 'fluid' light; 
true! 1t denves 1ts _Implacability, or its validity in general, fro111 
the mt~llect, but 1t t~uches on essences only through drawing 
conclusiOns, not by direct vision; it is indispensable for verbal 
formulation but it does not involve immediate knowledge. 

In Christianity the line of demarcation between the relative 
and the Absolute passes through Christ; in Islam it separates 
the world from God, or even-in the ca~e of esotericis.rn-the 
divine attributes from the Essence, a difference explamed by 
the fact that exotericism has always to start fro~ th~ re!ative 

h'le esotericism starts from the Absolute to which It gives a 
w :re strict, and even the strictest possible mea~ng. In Sufism, 
~is also said that the divine attributes are predicated as suc4 
~nly in respect of the world and that in themselves they are I 

1 The same remark applies to Christianity as when, for instance, the saints / 
of the Old Testament-even Enoch, Abraham, Moses an~ Elias-are held to 1 

have remained shut out from Heaven till the 'descent mto Hell' of Christ· . 
the less, before that descent, Christ appeared between Moses and Elias · ' 

none t fi t' . Ill · the light of the rans gura 10n, and in a parable mentwned 'the bosom Of , 
Abraham'; clearly these facts are capable of various interpretations, but th ' 
Christian concepts ~re no.ne t~7 less incompatible with the. Jewish tradition~ i 
What justifies ~hem IS their spmtual symbolism and thus the1~ truth: salvation ! 
must of necessity c~me through th~ L?gos which, though mamfested in time in 1 

a articular form, IS beyon~ t~e limitations of a temporal condition. Notice ' 
e ~ally the seeming <:ontradiC~JOn between St John th7 Baptist ?e~ying that i 

q Elias and Chnst affirmmg the contrary· had thiS contradiction which · 
he was d'ff · · • ' . lved by the I erence m the relationship envisaged, been between one 1 

IS reso th r it would h th tt 1' ·on and ano e • ave been exploited to e u ermost on the 
re lgt t that 'God cannot contradict Himself' • 
pretex · 
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indistinct and ineffable: so one cannot say of God that He is, 
in an absolute sense, 'merciful' or 'avenger', leaving aside for 
the moment that He is merciful 'before' being avenger; as for 
the attributes of the Essence such as 'holiness' or 'wisdom' they 
are only actualized as distinctions in respect of our distinctive 
mind, and they are so without on that account losing anything, 
in their own being, of their infinite reality, quite the contrary. 

To say that the Islamic perspective is possible amounts to 
saying that it is necessary and consequently cannot fail to be; 
it is required by its providential human receptacles. The 
different perspectives as such have however no absolute quality, 
Truth being one; in the eyes of God their differences are relati:e 
and the values of any one are always to be found in others J.1l 

some manner. There is not only a Christianity of 'warmth', .of 
emotional love, of sacrificial activity, but, framed within tbJS, 
there is also a Christianity of 'light', of gnosis, of pure conte;n~ 
plation, of 'peace', and in the same way the Islam that is 'dry--; 
whether legalistically or metaphysically-encloses an Islalll t~ah 
is 'moist',! an Islam, that is to say, much preoccupied wtt 
beauty, with love and with sacrifice. This must needs be so 
because of the unity, not only of the Truth, but also of man.~ 
unity no doubt relative, since differences do exist, but nev~: 
theless sufficiently real to allow of, or to impose, the reciprocl y 
-or the spiritual ubiquity-in question. 

Here there is a point to be touched on, the question of :Mosie~ 
morality. If we want to understand certain seeming contrat 
dictions in that morality we must take into account the fact tb~ 
Islam distinguishes between man as such and collective Jlla ~ 
the latter appearing as a new creature subject in a ce~: is 
degree, but no further, to the law of natural selection. Tbl ts 
to say that Islam puts everything in i~s proper place and treaot 
it according to its own nature; .collective man it envisages. ~cb 
through the distorting perspect~ve of a mystical idealislll -wbl -ws 
is in fact inapplicable, but takmg account of the naturalla cb 
which regulate each order ~nd are, within the limits of e:oo 
order, willed by God. Islam IS the perspective of certaiiltY Jist 
of the nature of things rather than of miracles and idea.0 o 
improvisation. This is said, not with any underlying jntelltJ. 

1 The terms are used here in an alchemical sense. 
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of indirectly criticizing Christianity, which is what it should be, 
but in order better to bring out the intention and justification 
of the Islamic perspective. 

If we start with the idea that esotericism by definition con­
siders first of all the being of things and not becoming or our 
situation in relation to our will, then for the Christian gnostic it 
is Christ who is the being of things, this 'Word from which all 
things were made and without which nothing was made'. The 
Peace of Christ is from this point of view the repose of the 
intellect in 'that which is'. 

If there is a clear separation in Islam between man as such 1 

and collective man, these two realities are none the less pro­
foundly linked together, given that the collectivity is an aspect 
of man-no man can be born without a family-and that con­
versely society is a multiplication of individuals. It follows 
from this interdependence or reciprocity that anything that is 
done with a view to the collectivity, such as the tithe for the 
poor or the holy war, has a spiritual value for the individual and 
conversely; this converse relationship is the more true because 
the individual comes before the collectivity, all men being 
descended from Adam and not Adam from men. 

What has just been said explains why the Moslem does not, 
like the Buddhist and the Hindu, abandon external rites in 
following some particular spiritual method which can com­
pensate for them, or because he has attained a spiritual level 
of a nature to authorize such abandonment. 2 A particular 

1 The expression 'single man' is not used here ~e~ause it would have the 
disadvantage of defining man in terms of the collectivity and not starting from 
God. The distinction made is not between one man and several men but between 
the human person and society. 

2 The principle of this abandonment of the rites of the generality is non 
the less known and is sometimes manifested, othenvise Ibn Hanbal would no~ 
have reproached Sufis with developing meditation to the detriment of the 
prayers and in short with pretentious to freeing themselves from the obligations 
of the law. In fact a distinction is drawn between dervishes who are 'travellers• 
(towards God; siilikun) and those who are 'attracted' (by God; majiidhib); those 
in the first category form the vast majority and do obey the Law, whereas those 
in the second more or less dispense with it and are not much molested because 
they are generally held to be half mad and so worthy of pity, sometimes of fear 
or even of veneration. Among Sufis in Indonesia cases of the abandoning of 
rites in favour of prayer of the heart alone seem not to be rare; consciousness 
of the Divine Unity is then deemed a universal prayer which gives dispensation 
from the canonical prayers; the supreme knowledge is held to exclude the 
'polytheistic' (muslirik) multiplicity of the rites, the Absolute being without 
duality. In Islam in general there always seems to have existed-quite apart 
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saint may no longer have need of the canonical prayers since 
he finds himself in a state of being steeped in prayer, in a state 
of 'intoxication'1-none the less he continues to accomplish the 
prayers in order to pray with and for all and in order that all 
may pray in him. He is the incarnation of that 'mystical Body' 
which every believing community constitutes, or, from another 
point of view, he incarnates the Law, the tradition and prayer 
as such. Inasmuch as he is a social being he should preach by 
his example and, inasmuch as he is individual man, permit what 
is human to be realized and in some sense renewed through him. 

The metaphysical transparency of things and the contem­
plativity answering to it mean that sexuality (within the 
framework of its traditional legitimacy, which is one of psycho­
logical and social equilibrium) can take on a meritorious 
character, as the existence of this framework indeed already 
shows. In other words it is not only the enjoyment which counts 
-leaving aside the care to preserve the species-for sexuality 
also has its qualitative content, its symbolism which is both 
objective and something lived. The basis of Moslem morality 
is always in biological reality and not in an idealism contrary to 
collective possibilities and to the undeniable rights of natural 
laws; but this reality, while forming the basis of our animal and 
collective life, has no absolute quality since we are semi­
celestial beings; it can always be neutralized on the level of our 
personal liberty, though never abolished on that of our social 

from the very special distinction between siilikun and majiidhib-an external 
division between those Sufis who were 'nomian' and those who were anti­
nomian, the former being attached to the Law by virtue of its symbolism and 
its opportuneness and the latter detached from the Law by virtue of the 
supremacy of the heart (Qalb) and direct knowledge (ma'rifah). Jalal ed-Di:n 
Rumi: says in his Mathnawi:: 'The lovers of rites form one class and those whose 
hearts are afire with love form another', a remark addressed to Sufis alone, as 
is shown by his reference to the 'essence of certainty' ('ayn al-yaqin), and 
clearly not including any suggestion of a systematic alternative, as is proved by 
the life of Jalal ed-Din himself; no 'free-thinking' could draw support from it. 
Finally it may be noted that according to Al-Junayd 'he who realizes union' 
(muwahhid) should observe 'sobriety' (~ahw) and keep himself from 'intoxica­
tion' (sukr) just as much as from 'libertinism' (ibdhiyah). 

1 The Quran says: 'Do not go to the prayer in a state of drunkenness', and 
this can be understood in a higher and positive sense; the Sufi. who enjoys a 
'station' (maqiim) of bliss, or even merely the dhiikir (the man given up to 
dhikr, the Islamic equivalent of the Hindu japa) could, considering his secret 
prayer to be like a 'wine' (khamr), in principle abstain from the general prayers; 
'in principle' for in fact the care for equilibrium and solidarity, so marked in 
Islam, make the balance tend in the other direction. 

27 



UNDERSTANDI!I:G ISLAM 

existence. 1 What has just been said of sexuality applies by 
analogy, but only in respect of merit, to food: as in the case of 
all religions, overeating is a sin, but to eat in due measure and 
with gratitude to God is, in Islam, not only not a sin but a 
positively meritorious action. The analogy is not, however, 
total, for in a well-known ltadith, the Prophet said he 'loved 
women', not that he loved 'food'. Here the love of woman is 
connected with nobility and generosity, not to mention 
its purely contemplative symbolism which goes far beyond 
this. 

Islam is often reproached with having propagated its faith 
by the sword; what is overlooked is, first, that persuasion played 
a much greater part than war in the expansion of Islam as a 
whole, and, secondly, that only polytheists and idolators could 
be compelled to embrace the new religion, 2 thirdly, that the God 
of the Old Testament is no less a warrior than the God of the 
Quran, quite the opposite, and, fourthly, that Christianity also 
made use of the sword from the time of Constantine's appearance 
on the scene. The question to be put here is simply the following: 
is it possible for force to be used with the aim of affirming and 
diffusing a vital truth? Beyond doubt the answer must be in 
the affirmative, for experience proves that we must at times do 
violence to irresponsible people in their own interest. Now 
since this possibility exists it cannot fail to be manifested i~ 
appropriate conditions,3 exactly as in the case of the opposite 
possibility of victory through the fo~ce inhe~ent in truth itself; 
it is the inner or outer nature of thmgs which detennines th 
choice between two possibilities. On the one hand the en~ 
sanctifies the mean~, han~ o_nfi the other hand the mtebans :may 
profane the end, wh1c s1gm es that the means mus e found 

1 Man Hindu saints h~ve disregarded caste, but non~ ~ave dreamt of 
. . y "t To the question whether there are two morahbes, one for . . 

abohsh1ng 1 · · IDd!· 
viduals and the other for th1e state, our reply is affi~maftltvhe, suhbject to the 

t . that the one can a ways extend to the domam o e ot er acco d" reserva 1on 1 · t . t . r mg 
I Or interna c1rcums ances. Never in any c1rcums ances IS it p . 

to externa . , t t . 1. "t erm1s· 
sible for the intentwn no o resist evil' to become comp ICI y, betrayal or 

suicide. d · 1 t" · t · I 
Th. tt1·tude cease m rea Ion to Hmdus at any rae m arge "'e z 1s a d • . '" asure, 

the Moslems had ~aspe that Hinduism was not eqmvalent to the 
once . of the Arabs; Hmdus were in that case assimilated to the 'peo 1 f 
pagaBnlsmk' (ahl al-Kitiib), that is to the Monotheists of the Western Sep ~t~ the oo m11C 
traditions. · I · t · th t . t l·n using VlO ence agams the money-changers m e emple sho d 

a Chns , ld t b • we . tt"tude cou no e excluded 
that thiS a 1 · 
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prefigured in the divine nature; thus the right of the stronger is 
prefigured in the 'jungle' to which beyond question we belong 
to a certain degree and when regarded as collectivities; but in 
that 'jungle' no example can be found of any right to perfidy 
and baseness and, even if such characteristics were to be found 
there, our human dignity would forbid us to participate in 
them. The harshness of certain biological laws must never be 
confused with that infamy of which man alone is capable 
through his perverted theomorphism. 1 

From a certain point of view it can be said that Islam has two 
dimensions, the 'horizontal' dimension of the will, and the 
'vertical' dimension of the intelligence: the former we shall 
term 'equilibrium',2 and the latter 'union'. Islam is in essen~e 
equilibrium and union; it does not primarily sublimate the will 
by sacrifice, but neutralizes it by the Law, while at the saJlle 

1 'We see Moslem and Catholic princes not only in alliance when it i~ a 
question of breaking the power of a dang~rous fellow-religionist, bu~ a ~~ 
generously helping one another to conquer d1sorders and revolts. Not wltbO be 
some shaking of the head will the reader learn that in one of the battles for~ !1 

Caliphate of Cordova, in A.D. roro it was Catalan forces who saved the situatl~e 
and that on this field three bishops gave their lives for the "Prince of. t d 
Faithful" ... Al-Man!?i'lr had in his company several Counts, who had jolO~f 
him with their troops, and there was nothing exceptional in the presence .as 
Christian guards at the court of Andalusia .... When an enemy territorY ''ell 
conquered the religious convictions of the population were respected as Jll~e'" 
as possible; let us here only recall that Al-1\Ian.l?iir-in general a ma.n of allY' 
scruples-took pains, at the assault on Santiago, to protect aga1~st p)' 
profanation the church containing the tomb of the Apostle, and that 111 rna ed 
other cases the Caliphs. sei~ed. the 7hance to show their respect for the sac{JJ;:e 
objects of the enemy: m s1m1lar c1rcumstan.ces the Christians adopte? a aild 
attitude. F~r centuries Islam was respe~ted 1n the reconquered countnes~uted 
it was only m the XVI century that · · · lt came to be systematically perse me 
and exterminated at the instiga~ion of a fanatical cl\!rgy who bad be~ges 
overpowerful. In contrast to thls through the whole of the Middle !OY' 
tolerance of this foreign conviction and respect for the feelings of the ene tlY' 
accompanied incessant fighting between Moors and Christians and grea ac· 
softened the rigours and miseries of th~ warfare, giving to the battles a clla~tel" 
ter as chivalrous as possible. · · · Desplte the gulf between them in the ~~11es 
of language this respect for the adversary and the high esteem of hiS " 1 ditlg 
became a common national bon~ coupled as they were with the understa.ll tbis 
shown in the poetry of both sides of the. feeln~gs of the other; indeeds atld 
poetry eloquently testifies to the l?ve or fnen~sh1p often uniting Mosle!O erlitl• 
Christians despite every obstacle. (Ernst Kuhne!: Maurische Kunst, J3 
1924.) • . . ect11; 

2 Disequilibrium also in~lu~es a pos.lbve .meaning, but only indlr reted 
every hol~ war is a disequihbn.um. C~rtam sa~1ngs of Christ can be interP l a!O 
as institutmg disequilibrium ~1th a Vlew to ?nlon, such as 'Think not t~at . 
come to send peace on earth ; God alone wlll then restore the equilibtlllt1l 
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time laying stress on contemplation. The dimensions of 
~::,~u\l'.bri~~ "''&.<i. '~l"ii!S~:.,~~ ~li.~'n~\:l..':-~ ~~ ~:- '<":.~'-='ci\., ':-~~'\:..~TI\. 
·~y0\n. Til."d.n. a.:; :;ucb and the commuruty; there IS not 1denhty here 
assuredly, but there is a solidarity which makes society partici­
pate in its own way an~ according to its own. possibilities in the 
individual's way to Uruon, and the converse IS also true. One of 
the most important modes of realizing equilibrium is precisely 
an accord between the sacred Law relating to man as such and 
the law relating . to society. Empirically, C~ristianity had 
through force o~ c!rcumst~nces als~ reache~ this position, but 
it allowed certam ~ssures to rem.am and d1d not lay stress in 
the first instance eithe-r on the divergence of the two human 
p1anes or, consequently, on the need to harmonize them. Let 
repeat that Islam is an equilibrium determined by the Absolu~: 
and disposed with a view to the Absolute; this equilibrium, like 
the rhythm which in Islam is realized ritually through the 
ca~onical prayers following the sun's progress and 'mytho­
logically' through the retrospective series of divine 'Messengers' 
and of revealed 'Books', is the participation of the many in the 
One or of the conditioned in the Unconditioned; without 
equilibrium we do not, on the basis of this perspective, :find the 
centre, and apart from the centre no ascent and no union is 
possible. If equilibrium concerns the 'centre', rhythm is more 
particularly related to the 'origin' envisaged as the qualitative 
root of things. 

Like all traditional civilizations Islam is a 'space', not a 
'time', for Islam 'time' is only the corruption of this 'space'. 'No 
period will come', predicted the Prophet, 'which will not be 
worse than the period before it.' The 'space', this unvarying 
tradition-unvarying apart from the spreading and diversifica­
tion of forms at the time of the initial elaboration of the 
tradition-surrounds Moslem humanity as a symbol, like the 
physical world which unvaryingly and imperceptibly nourishes 
us with its symbolism; it is normal for humanity to live in a 
symbol, which is a pointer towards heaven, an opening towards 
the Infinite. As for modern science it has pierced the protecting 
frontiers of this symbol and by so doing destroyed the symbol 
itself; it has thus abolished this pointer, this opening, even as 
the modem world in general breaks through the space-symbols 
constituted by traditional civilizations; what it terms 'stagna­
tion' and 'sterility' is really the homogeneity and continuity of 
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the symbol.l When a still authentic Moslem says to the pro­
\:a~cmi~t~ Q\ T'I"(C!~c':;,':;·, 'hll t'tl-a.t "Ccm'G.ins \m "\"CY\1. \CI G.CI n.CY\'i \s \C! "'-' t' ~ ... 

abolish death', or when he asks: 'Can you prevent the sun from 
setting or compel it to rise?' he exactly expresses what lies at 
the root of Islamic 'sterility'; it is a marvellous sense of relativity 
and, what amounts to the same thing a sense of the Absolute 
dominating his whole life. 

In order to understand traditional civilizations in general and 
Islam in particular it is also necessary to take account of the 
fact that the human form is for them, not the common man 
deeply immersed in illusion, but the saint, detached from the 
world and attached to God; he alone is entirely 'normal' and he 
alone enjoys on this account 'full right' to exist; it is this out­
look which gives them a certain lack of sensibility in relation to 
human nature as such. As this human nature is largely insensible 
in relation to the Sovereign Good it should at least have fear 
of that Good, in so far as it does not have love. 

In the life of a people there are as it were two halves; one 
constitutes the play of its earthly existence, the other its rela­
tionship with the Absolute. Now what determines the value of 
a people or of a civilization is not the literal form of its earthly 
dream-for here everything is only a symbol-but its capacity 
to 'feel' the Absolute and, in the case of specially privileged 
souls, to reach the Absolute. So it is completely illusory to set 
aside this 'absolute' dimension and evaluate a human world 
according to earthly criteria, as by comparing one civilization 
materially with another. The gap of some thousands of years 
separating the stone age of the Red Indians from the material 
and literary refinements of the white man counts for nothing 
compared with the contemplative intelligence and the virtues, 
which alone impart value to man and alone make up his per-

1 'Neither India nor the Pythagoreans practised modern science, and to 
isolate where they are concerned the elements of rational technique reminiscent 
of our science from the metaphysical elements which bear no resemblance to 
it is an arbitrary and violent operation contrary to real objectivity. When 
Plato is decanted in this way he retains no more than an anecdotal interest, 
whereas his whole doctrine aims at installing man in the supra-temporal and 
supradiscursive life of thought of which both mathematics and the sensory 
world can be symbols. If, then, peoples have been able to do without our 
autonomous science for thousands of years and in every climate, it is because 
this science is not necessary; if it has appeared as a phenomenon of civilization 
suddenly and in a single place, that is to show its essentially contingent 
nature.' (Femand Brunner: Scimce et Realite, Paris, 1954.) 
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manent reality, or that something which enables us to evaluate 
him in a real manner, as it were in the sight of the Creator. To 
believe that some men are 'lagging behind' us because their 
earthly dream takes on modes more 'rudimentary' than our 
own-modes which are often for the same reason more sincere­
is far more naive than to believe the earth is flat or a volcano is 
a god; the most naive of all attitudes is surely to regard the 
dream as something absolute and to sacrifice to it all substantial 
values, forgetting that what is 'serious' only starts beyond its 
level, or rather that, if there is anything 'serious' in this world, 
it is so in terms of that which lies beyond it. 

Modern civilization as a type of thought or culture is often 
contrasted with the traditional civilizations, but it is forgotten 
that modern thought, or the culture engendering it, is only an 
indeterminate flux, which in a sense cannot be defined posi­
tively since it lacks any principle that is real and so related to 
the Immutable. Modern thought is not in any definitive sense 
one doctrine among others; it is now the result of a particular 
phase of its own unfolding and will become what materialistic 
and experimental science or machines make it; no longer is it 
human intellect but machines-or physics, or chemistry or 
biology-which decide what man is, what intelligence is, what 
truth is. Under these conditions man's mind more and more 
depends on the 'climate' produced by its own creations: man 
no longer knows how to judge as a man, in function, that is to 
say, of an absolute which is the very substance of the intel­
ligence; losing himself in a relativism that leads nowhere he 
lets himself be judged, determined and classified by the con­
tingencies of science and technology; no longer able to escape 
from the dizzy fatality they impose on him and unwilling to 
admit his mistake1 the only course left to him is to abdicate his 
human dignity and freedom. It is then science and machines 
which in their turn create man and, if such an expression may 
be ventured, they also 'create God'2 for the void thus left by 

1 Here there is a kind of perversion of the instinct of self-preservation, a need 
to consolidate error in order to have an easy conscience. 

2 The speculations of Teilhard de Chardin provide a striking example of a 
theolo~ th_at has ~uccumbed to microscopes and telescopes, to machines and 
to t~etr philosophical and social consequences, a 'fall' that would have been 
unthmkable had there been here the slightest direct intellective knowledge of 
the immaterial realities. The 'inhuman' side of the doctrine in question is 
highly significant. 
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dethroning God cannot remain empty, the reality of God and 
his imprint in human nature require a usurper of divinity, a 
false absolute which can fill the nothingness of an intelligence 
robbed of its substance. There is a great deal of talk in these 
days about 'humanism', talk which ignores the fact that, once 
man abandons to matter, to machines, to quantitative know­
ledge his own prerogative he ceases to be truly 'human'. What 
is most totally human is what gives man the best chances for 
the beyond and, by the same token, what also most deeply 
corresponds to his nature. 

When people talk about 'civilization' they generally attribute 
a qualitative meaning to the term, but really civilization only 
represents a value provided it is supra-human in origin and 
implies for the 'civilized' man a sense of the sacred: only a people 
who really have this sense and draw their life from it are truly 
civilized. If it is objected that this reservation does not take 
account of the whole meaning of the term and that it is possible 
to conceive of a world that is 'civilized' though having no 
religion, the answer is that in this case the 'civilization' is 
devoid of value, or rather-since there is no legitimate choice 
between the sacred and other things-that it is the most mortal 
of aberrations. A sense of the sacred is fundamental for every 
civilization because fundamental for man; the sacred-that 
which is immutable, inviolable and so infinitely majestic-is in 
the very substance of our spirit and of our existence. The world 
is sick because men live beneath themselves; the error of modern 
man is that he wants to reform the world without having either 
the will or the power to reform man, and this flagrant contradic­
tion, this attempt to make a better world on the basis of a 
worsened humanity, can only end in the abolition even of what 
is human, and consequently the abolition of happiness too. 
Reforming man means binding him again to Heaven, re­
establishing the broken link, it means plucking him from the 
kingdom of the passions, from the cult of matter, quantity and 
cunning, and re-integrating him into the world of the spirit and 
serenity-even, it might be said, into the world of his own 
sufficient reason. 

In this order of ideas, and because there are so-called Moslems 
who do not hesitate to describe Islam as 'pre-civilization', a 
distinction must here be drawn between a 'fall', a 'decadence', 
a 'degeneration' and a 'deviation'. The whole of humanity is 
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'fallen' through the loss of Eden and also, more particularly, 
because it is involved in the 'iron age'; some civilizations, such 
as most traditional worlds of the East at the time of the 
expansion of the West, can be called 'decadent' ;1 a great many 
savage tribes are 'degenerate' according to the degree of their 
barbarism; as for modern civilization it has 'deviated' and the 
deviation is itself more and more combined with a real deca­
dence that is especially palpable in literature and art. If Islam 
is to be called 'pre-civilization' this could well be termed a 
'post-civilization'. 

Here a question arises, somewhat aside from the general 
thesis of this book but none the less linked with it since in 
speaking of Islam it is necessary to speak of tradition and in 
dealing with tradition it must be explained what it is not. 
The question is this: what is the practical significance of the 
requirement, so often formulated today, that religion ought to 
be orientated towards social problems? Quite simply it means 
that religion ought to be orientated towards machines, or, to 
put it bluntly, that theology ought to become the handmaid of 
industry. No doubt there have always been social problems 
resulting from abuses which have arisen on the one hand from 
the fall of humanity and on the other from the existence of 
very large collectivities containing unequal groupings; but in 
the Middle Ages (a period deemed far from ideal by the men of 
that time) and even much later the artisan drew a large measure 
of happiness from his work, which was still human, and from 
surroundings which were still in conformity with an ethnic 
and spiritual genius. Whatever may have been the situation at 
that time, today the modern workman exists and the truth does 
concern him: he should understand, first of all that there is no 
question of recognizing in the wholly factitious quality of 
'worker' a character belonging to an intrinsically human 
category, since the men who are in fact workers may belong to 
any natural category whatsoever; secondly he should under­
stand that every external situation is only relative, man always 

1 It was not, however, this decadence which rendered them open to coloniza­
tion, but on the contrary their normal character, which excluded 'technical 
progress'; Japan, which was hardly decadent, was no more successful in resist­
ing the first assault of Western arms than other countries. We hasten to add 
that in these days the old opposition between West and East is hardly any­
where valid in the political field or is valid only within nations; extemally there 
are only variants of the modem spirit which oppose one another. 
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remammg man, and that truth and spiritual life can adapt 
themselves, thanks to their universality and imperative 
character, to any situation whatever so that the so-called 
'problem of the industrial worker' is at bottom quite simply the 
problem of man placed in those particular circumstances, and 
so still the problem of man as such; finally he should understand 
that truth does not require of any man that he should allow 
himself to be oppressed, when such a situation arises, by forces 
which themselves also only serve machines, any more than it 
allows man to base his demands on envy, which in any case 
could not be the measure of man's needs. It must be added that, 
if all men obeyed the profound law inscribed in the human con­
dition, there would be no more social or even general human 
problems; leaving aside the question whether mankind can be 
reformed-and in fact this is impossible-one should in any case 
reform oneself and never believe that inner realities are of no 
importance for the equilibrium of the world. It is just as im­
portant to beware of a chimerical optimism as of despair; the 
former is contrary to the ephemeral reality of the world we live 
in and the latter to the eternal reality we already bear in our­
selves, which alone makes intelligible our human and earthly 
condition. 

According to an Arab proverb which reflects the Moslem's 
attitude to life, slowness comes from God and haste from Satan,1 

and this leads to the following reflection: as machines devour 
time modern man is always in a hurry, and, as this perpetual 
lack of time creates in him reflexes of haste and superficiality, 
modern man mistakes these reflexes-which compensate 
corresponding forms of disequilibrium-for marks of superiority 
and in his heart despises the men of old with their 'idyllic' 
habits, and especially the old-style Oriental with his slow gait 
and his turban, which takes so long to wind on. Having no 
experience of it people today cannot imagine what made up the 
qualitative content of traditional 'leisureliness' nor the manner 
of 'dreaming' of men of olden days; instead they content them­
selves with caricature, which is much simpler and is moreover 
demanded by an illusory instinct of self-preservation. If the 
outlook of today is so largely determined by social preoccupa­
tions with an evident material basis, it is not merely because of 
the social consequences of mechanization and the human 

1 Festina lente, said the Latin proverb. 

35 



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

conditions this engenders, but also because of the absence of 
any contemplative atmosphere such as is essential to the 
welfare of man whatever his 'standard of living', to use an 
expression as barbarous as it is common. Any contemplative 
attitude is today labelled 'escapism'-in German Weltjluclzt­
and this includes any refusal to situate total truth and the 
meaning of life in external agitation. A hypocritically utili­
tarian attachment to the world is dignified as 'responsibilities' 
and people hasten to ignore the fact that flight-even supposing 
it was only a question of an escape-is not always a wrong 
attitude. 

Reference has been made to the turban when speaking of the 
slowness of traditional rhythms, 1 and on this point we must 
pause for reflection. The association of ideas between the turban 
and Islam is far from fortuitous: 'The turban', said the Prophet, 
'is a frontier between faith and unbelief', and he also said: 
'My community shall not fall away so long as they wear the 
turban.' The following ahadith are also quoted in this context: 
'At the Day of Judgment a man shall receive a light for each 
turn of the turban (kawrah) round his head'; 'Wear turbans, for 
thus you will gain in generosity.' The point we wish to make is 
that the turban is deemed to give the believer a sort of gravity, 
consecration and majestic humility;2 it puts him apart from 
chaotic and dissipated creatures-the diillun, the 'strayers', of 
the Fatihah-fi.xing him on a divine axis-e$-$irat el-mustaqim, 
the 'straight path' of the same prayer-and thus destines 
him for contemplation; in brief the turban is like a celestial 
counterpoise to all that is profane and empty. Since it is 
the head, the brain, which is for us the plane of our choice 
between true and false, durable and ephemeral, real and 
illusory, weighty and futile, it is the head which should also 
bear the mark of this choice; the material symbol is deemed to 

1 This slowness does not exclude speed when speed follows from the natural 
properties of things or results naturally from the circumstances, showing it 
then to be in accord with the corresponding spiritual symbolisms and attitudes. 
It is in the nature of a horse to be able to gallop and an Arab 'fantasia' is 
exe~~ted at high speed; a sword stroke must be of lightning speed and so must 
de~lSlons at moments of danger. The ablution before prayer must be made 
qu1ckly. 

2 In_ Islam th~ an~els and all the prophets are represented as wearing turbans, 
sometlmes of difienng colours according to the symbolism. 
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reinforce the spiritual consciousness, and this is, moreover, true 
of every religious head-dress and even of every liturgical vest­
ment or merely traditional dress. The turban so to speak 
envelops man's thinking, always so prone to dissipation, forget­
fulness and infidelity; it recalls the sacred imprisoning of his 
passional nature prone to flee from God.1 It is the function of 
the Quranic Law to re-establish a primordial equilibrium that 
was lost; hence the hadith: 'Wear turbans and thus distinguish 
yourselves from the peoples (lacking in equilibrium) who came 
before you.' 

Hatred of the turban, like hatred of. the romantic, or the 
picturesque or what belongs to folk-lore, is explained by the 
fact that the 'romantic' worlds are precisely those in which God 
is still probable; when people want to get rid of Heaven it is 
logical to start by creating an atmosphere in which spiritual 
things appear out of place; in order to be able to declare suc­
cessfully that God is unreal they have to construct around man 
a false reality, a reality that is inevitably inhuman because only 
the inhuman can exclude God. What is involved is a falsification 
of the imagination and so its destruction; modem mentality 
implies the most prodigious lack of imagination imaginable. 

At this point something must be said about the Moslem 
woman's veil. Islam makes a sharp separation between the 
world of man and that of woman, between the community as a 
whole and the family which is its kernel, between the street and 
the home, just as it sharply separates society and the individual 
or exotericism and esotericism. The home, and the woman who 
is its incarnation, are regarded as having an inviolable, and so 
a sacred, character. Woman even in a certain manner incarnates 
esotericism by reason of certain aspects of her nature and 
function; 'esoteric truth', the haqiqah, is 'felt' as a 'feminine' 
reality, and the same is true of barakah. Moreover the veil 
and the seclusion of woman are connected with the final 
cyclic phase in which we live-and they present a certain 
analogy with the forbidding of wine and the veiling of the 
mysteries. 

The differences between traditional worlds are not limited to 
differences of perspective and of dogma, there are also differ-

1 When St Vincent de Paul designed the head-dress of the Sisters of Charity 
he intended to give them an air reminiscent of monastic isolation. 
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ences of temperament and of taste: thus the European tempera­
ment does not readily tolerate exaggeration as a mode of 
expression whereas for the Oriental hyperbole is a way of 
bringing out an idea or an intention, of marking the sublime or 
of expressing what cannot be described, such as the appearing 
of an angel or the radiance of a saint. An Occidental attaches 
importance to factual exactitude, but his lack of intuition 
regarding the 'immutable essences' (ayan thabitah) counter­
balances this, greatly diminishing the range of his spirit of 
observation; an Oriental on the contrary has a sense of the 
~etaphysical transparency of things but is apt to neg~ect the 
~teral aspect of earthly facts; for him the symbol IS more 
Important than the experience. 
. Thi~ s~bolical hyperbole is in part explained by the follow­
mg pnnc1ple: between a form and its content there is not only 
analogy, but also opposition; if the form, or the expression, 
must normally be in the likeness of what it transmits, it can 
also find itself 'neglected' in favour of the pure content by 
~eason of the ~istance separating 'external' from 'internal', or 
It may be as It were 'broken' by the super-abundance of the 
content. The man who is only attached to the 'inward' may 
hav~ no awareness of outer forms or the converse may be true 
of him; one man will appear sublime because he is a saint and 
another pitiful for the same reason· and what is true of man is 
true als? of his speech and writin'gs. Sometimes the price of 
profundity or sublimity is a lack of critical sense in relation to 
appearances; this assuredly does not mean that such must be 
the case, for here is but a paradoxi·cal possibility· in other words h · ' . 

' ~ en Pious exaggeration arises from an overflowmg of 
f:~~~Pt101_1 and of sincerity, it has the 'right' not to note the 
f 1 ~at Its draughtsmanship is poor and it would be ungrate­
tu ~~ulout of proportion to reproach it for this. Piety as well as 
~ ness requires us to see the excellence of the intention 

an not ~he weakness of expression where such an alternative presents Itself. 

of Th~ pillars (arka~) of Islam are these: the double testimony 
. fatth (the shahadatan), the canonical prayer repeated five 
t~mes a day (the ~alat), the fast of Ramadan (~iyam, ~awm), the 
tithe (zakat), the pilgrimage (the haij); to these is sometim~s 
added the holy war (the jihad), which has a more or less acci-

38 



ISLAM 

dental character since it depends on circumstances;1 as for the 
ablution (the wudhu or the glmsl according to circumstances), 
it is not mentioned separately for it is a condition of the prayer. 
As we have already seen the shaluidah indicates in the final 
analysis-and it is the most universal meaning which interests us 
here-discernment between the Real and the unreal and then, 
in the second part, the attaching of the world to God in respect 
both of its origin and of its end, for to look on things separately 
from God is already unbelief (nifaq, shirk or kufr as the case 
may be). The prayer integrates man into the rhythm of uni­
versal adoration and-through the ritual orientation of the 
prayer towards the Kaaba-into its centripetal order; the 
ablution preceding the prayer brings man back in virtuality to 
the primordial state and in a certain manner to pure Being. The 
fast cuts man off from the continual and devouring flux of carnal 
life, introducing into our flesh a kind of death and puri:fication;2 

the alms vanquish egoism and avarice and actualize the 
solidarity of all creatures, for alms are a fasting of the soul, even 
as the fast proper is an almsgiving of the body. The pilgrimage 
is a pre-figuration of the inward journey towards the kaaba of 
the heart and purifies the community, just as the circulation of 
the blood, passing through the heart, purifies the body; :finally 
the holy war is-always from the point of view adopted here­
an external and collective manifestation of discernment be­
tween truth and error; it is like a centrifugal and negative 
complement of the pilgrimage-complement, not contrary, 
because it remains attached to the centre and is positive 
through its religious content. 

Let us recapitulate once again the essential characteristics of 
Islam as seen from the angle which particularly concerns us 
here. In normal conditions Islam strikes one by the unshakeable 
character of its conviction and by the combative nature of its 
faith; these two complementary aspects, the one inner and 
static and the other outer and dynamic, are essentially derived 
from a consciousness of the Absolute, which on the one hand 
establishes inaccessibility to doubt and on the other repels 

1 The same applies on the plane of the human microcosm both to the 
intelligence and to the will: neither desire nor discernment are exercised in the 
absence of an object. 

• Ramadan in the Moslem year is what Sunday is in the Christian week or 
the Sabbath in the Jewish week. 

39 



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

error with violence ;1 the Absolute--or consciousness of the 
Absolute-thus engenders in the soul the qualities of rock and of 
lightning, the former being represented by the kaaba, which is 
the centre, and the latter by the sword of the holy war, which 
marks the periphery. On the spiritual plane Islam lays stress on 
knowledge, since it is knowledge which realizes the maximum 
of unity in the sense that it pierces the illusion of plurality and 
goes beyond the duality of subject and object; love is a form and 
a criterion of unitive knowledge or, from another point of view, 
a stage on the way to it. On the earthly plane Islam seeks 
equilibrium and puts each thing in its own place; moreover it 
makes a clear distinction between the individual and the com­
munity while also taking account of their reciprocal solidarity. 
El-Isliim is the human condition brought into equilibrium in 
function of the Absolute, both in man's soul and in society. 

The basis of spiritual ascent is that God is pure Spirit and 
that man resembles Him fundamentally through the intelli­
gence; man goes towards God by means of that which is, in him, 
most conformable to God-the intellect-which is at the same 
time both penetration and contemplation and has as its 
'supernaturally natural' content the Absolute which illumines 
and delivers. The character of a way depends on a particular 
preliminary definition of man: if man is defined as passion, as 
the general perspective of Christianity would have it-though 
there is here no principia! restriction-then the way is suffering; 
if as desire, then the way is renunciation; if as will, then the way 
is effort; if as intelligence, then the way is discernment, con­
centration, contemplation. This could also be expressed as 
follows: the way is such-and-such 'to the extent that'-not 
'because'-man has such-and-such a nature; this enables us to 
understand why Moslem spirituality, though founded on the 
mystery of knowledge, none the less also includes both renuncia­
tion and love. 

The Prophet said: 'God has created nothing more noble than 
intelligence, and His wrath is on him who despises it', and he 
also said: 'God is beautiful and He loves beauty.' These two 
sayings are characteristic for Islam: for it the world is a huge 

1 In this perspective error is the negating of the Absolute or the attribution 
of an absolute character to the relative or the contingent, or the admitting of 
more than one Absolute. This metaphysical intention must not, however, be 
confused with the associations of ideas to which it can give rise in the con­
sciousness of Moslems, associations that can have a purely symbolic meaning. 
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book filled with 'signs' (ayat), or symbols-elements of beauty­
which speak to our understanding and are addressed to 'them 
that understand'. The world is made up of forms, and they are 
as it were the debris of a celestial music that has become 
frozen; knowledge or sanctity dissolves our frozen state and 
liberates the inner melody.1 Here we must recall the verse in 
the Quran which speaks of the 'stones from which streams 
spring forth', though there are hearts which are 'harder than 
stones', a passage reminiscent of the 'living water' of Christ and 
of the 'well of water springing up into everlasting life' in the 
hearts of saints. 2 

These 'streams' or 'living waters' are beyond all formal and 
separating crystallizations; they belong to that domain of 
'essential truth' (haqiqah) towards which the 'way' (tariqah) 
leads-starting out from the 'general road' (slzari'ah) formed by 
the general Law-and at this level truth is no more a system of 
concepts (a system moreover intrinsically adequate and indis­
pensable) but rather an 'element' like fire or water. And this 
leads us to a further consideration: if there are different re­
ligions-each of them by definition speaking an absolute and so 
an exclusive language-this is because the difference between 
the religions exactly corresponds by analogy to the differences 
between human individuals. In other words, if the religions are 
true it is because each time it is God who has spoken, and, if 
they are different it is because God has spoken in different 
'languages' in conformity with the diversity of the receptacles. 
Finally, if they are absolute and exclusive, it is because in each 
of them God has said 'I'. We know all too well, and it is more­
over in the natural order of things, that this thesis is not 
acceptable on the level of exoteric orthodoxies, 3 but it is so on 

1 The dervish songs and dances are symbolical, and so spiritually efficacious, 
anticipations of the rhythms of immortality, and also-:vbat amom;ts to the 
same thing----Qf the divine nectar which secretly flows m t~e arten~s. of all 
created things. Herein, moreover, lies an example of a certam o~po~Itlon be­
tween the esoteric and exoteric orders which cannot fail to arise mcidentally: 
both music and dance are proscribed by the common La"':, b~t esoter.icism 
makes use of them as it does of the symbolism of wine, which IS a forbidde_n 
drink. In this there is nothing absurd, for in one respect the world too IS 
opposed to God, though 'made in His image'. Exotericism follows the 'letter' 
and esotericism the 'divine intention'. 

2 Jaliil ed-Din Rumi said: 'The ocean that I am is drowned in its own waves. 
Strange limitless ocean that I ami' 

3 This phrase indicates a limitation, but a priori contains no reproach, for 
the human bases are what they are. 
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the level of universal orthodoxy, that to which Mohyiddin ibn 
Arabi, the great enunciator of gnosis in Islam, bore witness in 
these terms: 'My heart is open to every form: it is a pasture for 
gazelles (i.e. spiritual states), and a cloister for Christian monks, 
a temple for idols, the kaaba of the pilgrim, the tables of the 
Torah, and the book of the Quran. I practise the religion of 
Love;1 in whatsoever direction His caravans advance,2 the 
religion of Love shall be my religion and my faith.' 3 

1 Here it is not a question of mahabbah in the psychological or methodo­
logical sense but of truth that is lived and of divine 'attraction'. Here 'love' is 
opposed to 'forms' which are envisaged as 'cold' and as 'dead'. St Paul also 
says that 'the letter killeth, but the spirit maketh alive'. 'Spirit' and 'love' are 
here synonymous. 

2 Literally: 'His camels'. 'Camels', like the 'gazelles' above, here indicate 
realities of the spirit; they represent the inner and outer consequences-or the 
dynamic modes-of 'love' or in other words of 'essential consciousness'. 

3 In the same way JaUi.l ed-Din Rumi says in his quatrains: 'If the image of 
our Beloved is in the temple of idols, it is an absolute error to circumambulate 
the Kaaba. If the Kaaba is deprived of His perfume, it is a synagogue. And, if 
in the synagogue we feel the perfume of union with Him, the synagogue is our 
Kaaba.' In the Quran this universalism is especially formulated in these two 
verses: 'To God belongeth the East and the West; whithersoever ye turn, there 
is the Countenance of God' (II, II5)-'Say: Call "Allah" or call "Er-Ralmzii1t"; 
whatever the Name ye call, to Him belong the most beautiful Names' (XVII, 
uo). In this second verse the Divine Names can signify spiritual perspectives 
and so the religions. The various religions are like the beads of the rosary; the 
cord is gnosis, their single essence passing through them all. 
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THE QURAN 

THE great theophany of Islam is the Quran; it presents itself as 
being a 'discernment' (furqan) between truth and error.1 

In a sense the whole of the Quran-one of the names of which 
is indeed El-Furqan (the Discernment)-is a sort of multiple 
paraphrase of the fundamental discernment expressed by the 
Shahadah; its whole content is summed up in the words: 'Truth 
has come and error (el-batil, the empty, or the inconsistent) has 
vanished away; verily, error is ephemeral.' (Quran, XXVII, 73.) 2 

Before the message of the Quran is considered, attention must 
be given to its form and to the principles determining that form. 
An Arab poet once claimed that he could write a book superior 
to the Quran, disputing its excellence even from the mere point 
of view of style. Such a judgment, which is clearly contrary to 
the traditional thesis of Islam, is explicable in the case of a man 
who does not know that the excellence of a sacred book is not 
a priori of a literary order; many indeed are the texts conveying 
a spiritual meaning in which logical clarity is joined to powerful 
language or grace of expression without their having on this 
account a sacred character. That is to say, the sacred Scriptures 
are not such because of the subject of which they treat or the 
manner in which they treat it but by reason of their level of 
inspiration, or what amounts to the same thing, by virtue of 
their divine provenance; it is this which determines the content 
of the book, not the converse; like the Bible the Quran may 
speak of very many things other than God; it speaks of the 
devil, of the holy war, of the laws of succession and so on with-

1 In this context it is significant that in Islam God Himself is often called 
El-Haqq, The Truth. The Sufi El-Hallaj exclaimed: Anii El-Haqq, 'I am the 
Truth', not 'I am Love'. 

8 Or, in another passage: ' ... We (Allah) strike error with Truth that it may 
be crushed, and lol error vanisheth away' (XXI, 18). 
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out being on that account less sacred, whereas other works may 
treat of God and of sublime matters without being on that 
account the Divine Word. 

For Moslem orthodoxy the Quran is not only the uncreated 
Word of God-uncreated though expressing itself through 
created elements such as words, sounds and letters-but also 
the model par excellence of the perfection of language. Seen 
from outside, however, this book appears (apart from approx­
imately the last quarter, the form of which is highly poetic, 
though it is not poetry) to be a collection of sayings and stories 
that is more or less incoherent and at first approach in places 
incomprehensible; the reader who is not forewarned, whether 
he reads the text in translation or in Arabic, runs up against 
obscurities, repetitions, tautologies and, in most of the long 
surats, against a certain dryness without having at least the 
'sensory consolation' of that beauty of sound which emerges 
from ritual and correctly intoned reading. But such difficulties 
are to be met in one degree or another in most sacred Scri ptures.1 

The seeming incoherence of these texts2-for instance the Song 
of Songs or certain passages of the Pauline Epistles-always has 
the same cause, the incommensurable disproportion between 
the Spirit and the limited resources of human language: it is as 
though the poverty-stricken coagulation which is the language 
of mortal man were under the formidable pressure of the 
Heavenly Word broken into a thousand fragments, or as if God, 
in order to express a thousand truths, had but a dozen words at 
his command and so was compelled to make use of allusions 

I There are two principal modes or levels of inspiration-one direct and the 
other indirect-represented in the case of the New Testament by the sayings 
of Christ and by the Apocalypse as regards the former mode and by the stories 
in the Gospels and by the Epistles as regards the latter. In Judaism this 
difference is expressed by comparing the inspiration of Moses to a luminous 
mirror and that of the other prophets to a darkened mirror. Among Hindu 
sacred books the texts of secondary inspiration (smriti) are in general more 
easily accessible and seem more homogeneous than the Veda, which is directly 
inspired (shruti), and this shows that the immediate intelligibility and readily 
perceived beauty of a text are in no way criteria of inspiration or of the level 
of inspiration. 

2 It is this 'incoherent' surface of the language of the Quran-not the 
grammar or the syntax-with which the poet mentioned above considered he 
should find fault. The style of the revealed Books is always normative. Goethe 
characterized very well the style of sacred texts in his West6stlicher Diwan: 
'Thy song turns like the vault of heaven; the origin and the end are ever 
identical.' 
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heavy with meaning, of ellipses, abridgements and symbolical 
syntheses. A sacred Scripture-and let us not forget that for 
Christianity Scripture includes not only the Gospels but the 
whole Bible with all its enigmas and seeming scandals-is a 
totality, a diversified image of Being, one diversified and trans­
figured for the sake of the human receptacle; it is a light that wills 
to make itself visible to our clay, or wills to take the form of 
that clay; in other words it is a truth which, since it needs must 
address itself to beings compounded of clay, or of ignorance, has 
no means of expression other than the very substance of the 
natural error of which our soul is made.1 

'God speaks tersely' say the Rabbis and this also explains 
both the bold ellipses (at first sight incomprehensible) and the 
superimposed levels of meaning found in the Revelations;2 

moreover-and herein lies a crucial principle-for God the truth 
is in the spiritual or social efficacy of the words or the symbol, 
not in the factual exactitude when this is psychologically in­
operative or even harmful; God's first wish is to save, not to 
instruct, and His concern is with wisdom and immortality, not 
with external knowledge, still less with satisfying human 
curiosity. Christ called his body 'the Temple', which may seem 
astonishing when one thinks that this term primarily, and to 
all appearances with better reason, designated a stone building; 
but the stone Temple was much less than Christ, the receptacle 
of the living God-for Christ was come-and in reality the 
term 'Temple' applied with far more reason to Christ than to 
the building made by the hands of men; it can even be said that 
the Temple, whether that of Solomon or that of Herod, was the 

1 In his Kitiib fthi mii fth Jalal ed-Din Rumi wrote: 'The Quran is like a 
young married woman: even if you try to unveil her she will not show herself 
to you. If you discuss the Quran you will discover nothing and no joy will come 
to you. That is because you have tried to pull off the veil and the Quran refuses 
itself to you; by employing cunning and making itself ugly in your sight and 
undesirable it is saying to you: "I am not that which you love." And it can in 
this manner show itself under any kind of light.' See also Discourses of Rumi 
(Murray, 1961) p. 236. According to the teaching of St Augustine and other 
Fathers, repeated by Pius XII in his Encyclical Divino Aifiante: 'God has 
purposely strewn difficulties throughout the Holy Books He has Himself 
inspired in order that we may be stimulated to read and study them with 
greater attention and in order to exercise us in humility by the salutary 
recognition of the limited capacity of our intelligence.' 

2 For instance, it is said that the Bhagavadgita can be read according to 
seven different threads of meaning. This principle has been mentioned several 
times in the author's previous works. 
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image of the body of Christ, temporal succession not entering 
into the matter for God; it is thus that sacred Scriptures at 
times displace words and even facts in function of a higher 
truth which eludes man. But it is not merely intrinsic difficulties 
that are found in the revealed Books, there is also the matter of 
their distance in time and the differences in mentality in 
different periods, or rather the qualitative inequality of different 
phases of the human cycle; at the origin of a tradition-whether 
we are speaking of the age of the Rishis or of that of Muhammad 
-the language was different from what it is today, the 
words were not well-worn and they then contained infinitely 
more than we can divine; many things which were clear for 
the reader of earlier times could be passed over in silence 
but need to be rendered explicit-not added to-at a later 
stage.1 

A sacred text with its seeming contradictions and obscurities 
is in some ways like a mosaic, or even an anagram; but it is only 
necessary to consult the orthodox, and so divinely guided, com­
mentaries in order to find out with what intention a particular 
affirmation was made and in what respects it is valid, or what 
are the underlying implications that enable one to connect 
elements which at first sight appear incongruous. These com­
mentaries sprang from the oral tradition which from the be­
ginning accompanied the Revelation, or else they sprang by 
inspiration from the same supernatural source; thus their role 
is not only to intercalate missing, though implicit, parts of. the 
text and to specify in what relationship or in what sense a g1.Ven 
thing should be understood, but also to explain the diverse 
symbolisms, often simultaneous and superimposed one on 
another: in short the commentaries providentially form part of 
the tradition; they are as it were the sap of its continuity, eve~ 
if their committal to writing or in certain cases their remani­
festation after some interruption occurred only at a relatively 
late date in order to meet the requirements of a particular 
historical period. 'The ink of the learned (in the Law or in the 
Spirit) is like the blood of the martyrs', said the Prophet, and 

1 We have no wish to devote space here to the deployment of unintellig~nce 
in modern textual criticism, whether it be 'psychological' or of some other kmd. 
Suffice it to point out that in our times the devil has not only laid hoi~ on 
charity, which he seeks to reduce to an atheistical and materialistic altrulsm, 
but has also swallowed up the exegesis of Holy Writ, 
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this indicates the capital part played in every traditional cosmos 
by orthodox commentaries.1 

According to the Jewish tradition it is not the literal form of 
the holy Scriptures which has the force of law, but solely their 
orthodox commentaries. The Torah is a 'closed' book and does 
not open itself to a direct approach; it is the sages who 'open' it, 
for it is in the very nature of the Torah to require from the 
beginning the commentary of the Mischna: It is said that the 
Mischna was given out in the Tabernacle, when Joshua trans­
mitted it to the Sanhedrin; by this the Sanhedrin was conse­
crated and thus instituted by God like the Torah and at the same 
time. And this is highly important: the oral commentary, which 
Moses had received on Sinai and transmitted to Joshua, was in 
part lost and had to be reconstituted by the sages on the basis 
of the Torah: this shows very clearly that gnosis includes both 
a 'horizontal' and a 'vertical' continuity, or rather that it 
accompanies the written Law in a manner that is both 'hori­
zontal' and continuous and also 'vertical' and discontinuous; 
the secrets are passed from hand to hand, but the spark may at 
any time leap forth on mere contact with the revealed Text in 
function of a particular human receptacle and the imponderables 
of the Holy Spirit. It is also said that God gave the Torah 
during the day-time and the Mischna by night; 2 and again, that 
the Torah is infinite in itself whereas the Mischna is inexhaust­
ible by its movement in time. We would add that the Torah is 
like the ocean, which is always in motion. M~ttatis mutandis all 
this applies to every Revelation and particularly to Islam. 
There must be authorities for the Faith (iman) and the Law 
(islam), but equally there must be authorities for the Way 
(ihstin), and these latter authorities are none other than the 
Sufis and their duly qualified representatives. The logical 
necessity for authorities in this third domain, which the theo­
logians of 'the exterior' ('ulamti ezh-zhtihir) are forced to admit, 

t Jalal ed-Din Riimi, in the work quoted above, wrote: 'God the Most High 
does not speak to just any man; like the kings of this world He does not speak 
with any casual fool; He has chosen ministers and deputies. Man accedes to 
God by going through the intermediaries He has appointed. God the Most High 
has made an election among his creatures in order that a man may come to 
Him by going through him whom He has chosen.' This passage, which refers 
to the Prophets, is also applicable to the authorized interpreters of the tradition. 

8 Here the reader will recall that Nicodemus came to find Christ by night, 
and this implies a reference to esotericism or to gnosis. 
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though they cannot explain it, is indeed one of the proofs of the 1 

legitimacy of Sufism, therefore also of its doctrines and methods 
as well as of its organizations and masters. 

These considerations concerning the sacred Books call for 
some sort of definition of the epithet 'sacred' itself: that is 
sacred which in the first place is attached to the transcendent 
order, secondly, possesses the character of absolute certainty 
and, thirdly, eludes the comprehension and power of investiga­
tion of the ordinary human mind. Imagine a tree the leaves 
of which, having no kind of direct knowledge of the root, hold 
a discussion about whether or not a root exists and what is its 
form if it does: suppose a voice then came from the root telling 
them that the root does exist and what form it has; that message 
would be sacred. The sacred is the presence of the centre in the 
periphery, of the motionless in the moving; dignity is essen­
tially an expression of it, for in dignity too the centre manifests 
at the exterior; the heart is revealed in gestures. The sacred 
introduces a quality of the absolute into relativities and confers 
on perishable things a texture of eternity. 

In order to understand the full scope of the Quran we must 
take three things i~t? c.onsideration: its d~ctrinal content, which 
we find made explicit m th: great canomcal treatises of Islam 
such as those of Abu Hamfah and Et-Tahawi; its narrative 
content, which depicts all the vicissitudes of the soul; and its 
divine magic or its mysterious and in a sense miraculous 
power;l these sources of metaphysical and eschatological 
wisdom, of mystical psychology and theurgic power lie hidden 
under a veil of breathless utterances, often clashing in shock 
of crystalline and fiery images, but also of passages majestic i~ 
rhythm, woven of every fibre of the human condition. 

But the s"?pematural c~aracter of thi.s Book does not lie only 
in its doctnnal c~ntent, I~s p.sychologtcal and mystical truth 
and its transmutmg magic, It appears equally in its most 

1 Only this power can explain the importance of the recitation of the Quran 
In his Risii~at el-Quds Ibn Arabi quotes the case of Sufis who spent their who!· 
life in readmg or in ceaselessly reciting the Quran, and this would be incon: 
ceivable and even impossible of realization were there not, behind the husk of 
the literal text, a concrete and active spiritual presence which goes beyond the 
words and the mind. Moreover it is by virtue of this power of the Quran that 
certain verses can chase away demons and heal the sick, given the concurrence 
of the requisite conditions. 
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exterior efficacy, in the miracle of the expansion of Islam; the 
effects of the Quran in space and time bear no relation to the 
mere literary impression which the written words themselves 
can give to a profane reader. Like every sacred Scripture the 
Quran is also a priori a 'closed' book, though 'open' in another 
respect, that of the elementary truths of salvation. 

It is necessary to distinguish in the Quran between the general 
excellence of the Divine Word and the particular excellence of a 
content which may be superimposed, as, for instance, when it 
is a question of God or of his qualities; it is like the distinction 
between the excellence of gold and that of some masterpiece 
made from gold. The masterpiece directly manifests the nobility 
of gold; similarly the nobility of the content of one or another 
verse of the sacred book expresses the nobility of the Quranic 
substance, of the Divine Word, which is in itself undifferen­
tiated; it cannot, however, add to the infinite value of that 
Word. This is also connected with the 'divine magic', the trans­
forming and sometimes theurgic virtue of the divine speech to 
which allusion has already been made. 

This magic is closely linked with the actual language of the 
Revelation, which is Arabic, and so translations are canonically 
illegitimate and ritually ineffectual. When God has spoken in 
it a language is sacred;1 and in order that God should speak in it 
it must have certain characteristics such as are not found in 
any modern language; finally, it is essential to grasp that after 
a certain period in the cycle accompanied by a certain harden­
ing in the situation on earth God has spoken no more, or at any 
rate not as Revealer; in other words, after a certain period 
whatever is put forward as new religion is inevitably false; 2 

1 From this the reader might conclude that Aramaic is a sacred language 
since Christ spoke it, but here three reservations must be made; first, in 
Christianity, as in Buddhism, it is the Avatara himself who is the Revelation 
so that, apart from their doctrine, the Scriptures have not the central and 
plenary function which they have in other traditions; secondly, the precise 
Aramaic words used by Christ have not been preserved, which corroborates 
what has just been said; thirdly, for Christ himself Hebrew was the sacred 
language. Though the Talmud affirms that 'the Angels do not understand 
Aramaic', this language has none the less a particularly high liturgical value; 
long before Christ it was 'made sacred' by Daniel and Esdras. 

2 The same can be said of initiatic orders. One can-or rather God can­
create a new branch of an ancient lineage or found a congregation of people 
around a pre-existing initiation, if there is an imperative reason for doing so 
and if this sort of congregation accords with the practice of the tradition in 
question, but in no circumstances has anyone a right to found a 'society' having 
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the Middle Ages mark grosso modo the final limit. 1 

The Quran is, like the world, at the same time one and 
multiple. The world is a multiplicity which disperses and divides; 
the_ Quran is a multiplicity which draws together and leads _to 
Uruty. The multiplicity of the holy Book-the diversity of Its 
words, s~ntences, pictures and stories-fills the soul and then 
abso~bs It and imperceptibly transposes it into the climate of 
sereruty and immutability by a sort of divine 'cunning'-2 T~e 
soul, ~hich is accustomed to the flux of phenomena, yields to this 
11~ Without ~esistance; it lives in phenomena and is by tbe:S 
dlVlded and dispersed-even more than that it actually becom 

h t · · ' · tue w a It thmks and does. The revealed Discourse has the Vlf. 

that it accepts this tendency while at the same time reversw~ 
the movement thanks to the celestial nature of the conte?\::st 
the language, so that the fishes of the soul swim without diS the 
and with t~eir habitual rhythm into the divi~e net.3• ~~it a 
degree that It can bear it the mind must have mfused In nee' 

. ·~~ consciOusness of the metaphysical contrast bet':'een s. h keeps 
and 'accidents'· a mind thus regenerated is a mmd whl~ -r1;n1. 

' h. 1n ~--
its thoughts first of all on God and thinks all t mgs d words, 
In other words, through the mosaic of te~ts, phras~s anlf taking 
God extinguishes the agitation of the mmd by Hlmse. like a 

h ·t t• The Quran 15 d o~ t e appearance of mental ag1 a _wn. . d feel. ~n 
picture of everything the human bram can thl~k a? ·nfuslllg 
it is by this means that God exhausts human d1sqU1et, I 
into the believer silence, serenity and peace. 

ntiallY 
In Islam, as also in Judaism, Revelation rel~tes es~~ whose 

to the symbolism of the book: the whole universe IS abo . 
alizatJOil 

'Self-Realization' as its aim, for the very simple reason that such a !fe so!lleonef 
· 1 · 1 th · t' · even 1 • or o lS exc us1ve Y e province of the traditional orgamza wns, , ·etY 

· d t · k of a soc! n be tne o mcorporate a genuine initiation into the framewor . . 11e ca d 
some kind of 'spiritual fellowship' -in fact a profane associat.wn~cacY a~e 
certain that this very framework would wholly paralyse Its e coJll!lloda 
inevitably bring about deviations. Spiritual treasures do not ac this 
themselves to just any sort of framework therbood, 11 is 

1 In fact Islam is the last world religio~. As for the Sikh ~rt~ 11 of wb.ic of 
· · · h cial pos1 1° ·gu1tY 1s an esotenc1sm analogous to that of Kabir, t e. spe the contl .b·JitY· 
explained by the quite exceptional conditions ansmg from latest poSS1 1 

Hinduism and Sufism; but here too it is a case of the very torY: 
2 In the sense of the Sanskrit term upii.ya. f the J3ib~e 7allit)' 
a This is true of every sacred Scripture and is notabl~ tr~e 0d Ill Cbfl5t1 

the vicissitudes of Israel are those of the soul.seeking ~tsll 0: 0 the psalJllS· 
this function of 'transforming magic' appertams especla Y 

so 
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letters are the cosmic elements-the dharmas as Buddhists 
would say-which, by their innumerable combinations and 
under the influence of the divine Ideas, produce worlds, beings 
and things. The words and phrases of the book are the mani­
festations of the creative possibilities, the words in respect of 
the content, the phrases in respect of the container; the phrase 
is, in effect, like a space or a duration conveying a predestined 
series of compossibles and constituting what may be called a 
'divine plan'. This symbolism of the book is distinguished from 
that of speech by its static character; speech is situated in 
duration and implies repetition whereas books contain affirma­
tions in a mode of simultaneity; in a book there is a certain 
levelling out, all the letters being alike, and this is moreover 
highly characteristic of the Islamic perspective. Only, this 
perspective, like that of the Torah, also includes the symbolism 
of speech; speech is however then identified with the origin; 
God speaks and His Speech is crystallized in the form of a Book. 
Clearly this crystallization has its prototype in God, and indeed 
it can be affirmed that the 'Speech' and the 'Book' are two sides 
of pure Being, which is the Principle that both creates and 
reveals; however, it is said that the Quran is the Word of God, 
not that the Word proceeds from the Quran or from the Book. 

First of all the 'Word' is Being as the eternal Act of Beyond­
Being, of the Divine Essence;1 but, taken as the sum of the 
possibilities of manifestation, Being is the 'Book'. Then, on the 
level of Being itself, the Word, or according to another image 
the Pen,2 is the creative Act while the Book is the creative 
Substance;3 here there is a connection with Natura naturans 
and Natura naturata in the highest sense attributable to these 
concepts. Finally, on the level of Existence (or, it could be said, 
of Manifestation) the Word is the 'Divine Spirit', the central and 
universal Intellect which gives effect to and perpetuates the 
miracle of creation, as it were by 'delegation'; in this case the 
Book is the sum of the 'crystallized' possibilities, the world of 
innumerable creatures. The 'Word' is then the aspect of 'dy­
namic' simplicity or of simple 'action', while the 'Book' is the 
aspect of 'static' complexity or differentiated 'being'. 

Or it can be said that God created the world like a Book and 

1 The Gottheit or Urgrund of Eckhart's doctrine. 
1 See also the chapter E"-Nur in the author's book L'Oeil du Coeur. 
8 According to Hindu doctrine this is the Divine Prakriti. 
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His Revelation came down into the world in the form of a Book; 
but man has to hear the Divine Word in Creation and by that 
Word ascend towards God; God became Book for man and man 
has to become Word for God; man is a 'book' through his 
microcosmic multiplicity and his state of existential coagulation 
whereas God, when envisaged in this context, is pure Word 
through His metacosmic Unity and His pure principia! 
'activity'. 

In Christianity the place of the 'Book' is taken by the 'Body' 
with its two complements of 'flesh' and 'blood' or 'bread' and 
'wine'; in di11inis the Body is, first, the primary autodetermina­
tion of Divinity, and thus the first 'crystallization' of the 
Infinite; next it is Universal Substance, the true 'mystical 
Body of Christ; and finally it is the world of creatures, the 
'crystallized' manifestation of this Body. 

We have seen that God-as-Being is The Book par excellence, 
and that, on the level of Being, the pole of Substance is the first 
reflection of this Book; the Word, which is its dynamic comple­
ment, then becomes the Pen, the vertical axis of creation. In 
contra-distinction man too has an aspect of Word represented 
by his name; God created man in naming him; the soul is a 
Word of the Creator when envisaged from the aspect of its 
simplicity or its unity. 

The most obvious content of the Quran is made up, not of 
doctrinal expositions, but of historical and symbolical narratives 
and eschatological imagery; the pure doctrine emerges from 
these two sorts of pictures in which it is enshrined. Setting aside 
the majesty of the Arabic text and its almost magical resonances 
a reader could well become wearied of the content did he not 
know that it concerns ourselves in a quite concrete and direct 
way, since the 'misbelievers' (the ka.ftrun), the 'associaters' of 
false divinities with God (the mushrikun) and the hypocrites 
(the muntifiqun) are within ourselves; likewise that the Prophets 
represent our intellect and our conscience, that all the tales in 
the Quran are enacted almost daily in our souls, that Mecca is 
our heart and that the tithe, the fast, the pilgrimage and the 
holy war are so many virtues, whether secret or open, or so many 
contemplative attitudes. 

Running parallel with this microcosmic and alchemical inter­
pretation there is the external interpretation which concerns 
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the phenomena of the world around us. The Quran is the world, 
both outside and within us, always connected to God in the two 
respects of origin and end; but this world, or these two worlds, 
show fissures announcing death or destruction or, to be more 
precise, transformation, and this is what the apocalyptic and 
eschatological surats teach us; everything that concerns the 
world also concerns us, and conversely. These surats transmit 
to us a multiple and striking picture of the fragility both of our 
earthly condition and of matter, a picture too of the destined 
reabsorption of space and of the elements in the invisible 
substance of the causal 'protocosm'; this is the collapse of the 
visible world into the immaterial-a collapse, to paraphrase 
Saint Augustine, 'inwards' or 'upwards'; it is also the con­
fronting of creatures, snatched from the earth, with the 
flashing reality of the Infinite. 

By its 'surfaces' the Quran presents a cosmology which treats 
of phenomena and their final end, and, by its 'pinnacles', a 
metaphysic of the real and the unreal. 

Not surprisingly the imagery of the Quran is inspired above 
all by conflict; Islam was born in an atmosphere of conflict and 
the soul in search of God must fight. Islam did not invent strife; 
the world is a constant disequilibrium, for to live means to 
struggle. But this struggle is only one aspect of the world and 
it vanishes with the level to which it belongs; the whole of the 
Quran is also suffused with a tone of 'powerful' serenity. In 
psychological terms it could be said that the combative aspect 
of the Moslem is counterbalanced by his fatalism; in the spiritual 
life the 'holy war' of the spirit against the seducing soul (en­
nafs el-'ammarah) is outpassed and tran.sfi~red. b~ peace in 
God, by consciousness of the Absolute; It .Is as If m .the ~ast 
analysis it were no more we who were fightmg, and this bnngs 
us back to the symbiosis of 'combat' and 'knowledge' in the 
Bhagavadgita and also to certain aspects of the knightly arts 
in Zen. The practice of Islam at wh~~ev~r level me~ns to be_ at 
rest in effort; Islam is the way of equilibnum and of light restmg 
on that equilibrium. 

Equilibrium is the link between ~i~e'1;uilibrium a~d uni?n, 
just as union is the link bet~een ~~ID!Ibnum and .~m~y, which 
is the 'vertical' dimension. D1seqmhbnum and equilibnum, lack 
of rhythm and rhythm, separation and union, division and 
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unity: such are the great themes of the Quran and of Islam. 
Everything in being and in becoming is envisaged in terms of 
Unity and its gradations or the mystery of its negation. 

In the case of the Christian what is necessary for coming to 
God is 'unreservedly to renounce oneself', as St ] ohn of the 
Cross put it; and the Christian is astonished to hear from the 
Moslem that the key to salvation is to believe that God is One; 
what he cannot know straight away is that all depends on the 
quality-on the 'sincerity' (ikhlci$)-of this belief; what saves 
is the purity or the totality of the belief, and that totality clearly 
implies the loss of self, whatever the form in which this is 
expressed. 

As for the negation of the Christian Trinity in the Quran­
and this negation is extrinsic and conditional-we must take 
account of certain shades of meaning. The Trinity can be 
envisaged according to a 'vertical' perspective or according to 
either of two 'horizontal' perspectives, the former of them being 
supreme and the other not. The 'vertical' perspective-Beyond­
Being, Being and Existence-envisages the hypostases as 
'descending' from Unity or from the Absolute-or from the 
Essence it could be said-which means that it envisages the 
degrees of Reality; the supreme 'horizontal' perspective co~res­
ponds to the Vedantic triad Sat (supra-ontological Reality), 
Ch~t (Absolute Consciousness) and Ananda (Infinite Bliss~, 
~hich ~eans that it envisages the Trinity in~smuch a~ It IS 
hidden m Unity;I the non-supreme 'horizont~l persp~ct~ve on 
th~ ~ontrary places Unity as an essence hidden wit~m the 
Tfllllty, which is then an ontological Trinity representmg the 
three fundamental aspects or modes of Pure Being, whenc~ :ve 
have the triad: Being, Wisdom, Will (Father, Son, Spmt). 
Now the concept of a Trinity seen as a 'deployment' (tajalli) of 
Unit~ or of the Absolute is in no way opposed to the unitary 
doctrme of Islam; what is opposed to it is solely the attribution 
of .a~soluteness to the Trinity alone, or even to the ontological 
T?mty alone, as it is envisaged exoterically. This last point of 
:'"Iew does not, strictly speaking, reach to the Absolute and this 
IS as much as to say that it attributes an absolute character to 
what is relative and ignores Maya and the degrees of reality or 

. 
1 The Absolute is not the Absolute inasmuch as it contains aspects, but 

masmuch as It transcends them; inasmuch as It is Trinity It is therefore not 
Absolute. 
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of illusion; it does not conceive of the metaphysical (but not 
pantheistic), 1 identity between manifestation and the Principle, 
still less, therefore, does it conceive of the consequence this 
identity implies from the point of view of the intellect and the 
knowledge which delivers. 

Here comment is called for on the subject of the 'misbelievers', 
the kafirun, those, that is, who, according to the Quran, do not 
belong, as do Jews and Christians, to the category of 'people of 
the Book' (ahl el-Kitab). If the religion of these 'misbelievers' is 
false, or if misbelievers are such because their religion is false, 
why have Sufis declared that God can be present, not only in 
churches and synagogues, but also in the temples of idolaters? 
It is because in the 'classical' and 'traditional' cases of paganism 
the loss of the full truth and of efficacy for salvation essentially 
results from a profound modification in the mentality of the 
worshippers and not from an ultimate falsity of the symbols; in 
all the . religions which surrounded each of the three Semitic 
forms of monotheism, as also in those forms of 'fetishism'2 still 
alive today, a mentality once contemplative and so in possession 
of a sense of the metaphysical transparency of forms had ended 
by becoming passional, worldly3 and, in the strict sense, 
superstitious. 4 The symbol through which the reality symbolized 
was originally clearly perceived-a reality of which it is more­
over truly speaking an aspect-became in fact an opaque and 
uncomprehended image or an idol, and this falling away of the 
general level of mentality could not fail in its turn to react on 
the tradition itself, enfeebling it and falsifying it in various 
ways; most of the ancient paganisms were indeed characterized 
by intoxication with power and sensuality. There is, assuredly, 
a personal paganism to be met with even within those religions 
which are objectively living, just as, conversely, truth and piety 

1 Not pantheistic since it is in no sense 'material', nor even 'substantial' in 
the cosmological sense of that term. 

1 This word is here used only as a conventional sign to designate decadent 
traditions, and there is no intention of pronouncing on the value of any par­
ticular African or Melanesian tradition. 

8 According to the Quran the kafir is in effect characterized by his 'worldli­
ness', that is, by his preference for the good things of this world and his 
inadvertance (ghaflah) as regards those lying beyond this world. 

' According to the Gospels the pagans imagine they will be answered 'for 
their much speaking'. At root 'superstition' consists in the illusion of taking the 
means for the end or of worshipping forms for their own sake and not for their 
transcendent content. 
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may be actualized in a religion which is objectively decadent, 
in which case however the integrity of its symbolism is to be 
presumed; but it would be wholly wrong to believe that any of 
the great world religions alive today could in its turn become 
pagan; they have not the time to become so, and their sufficient 
reason is in a sense that they should endure till the end of the 
world. That is why they are formally guaranteed by their 
founders, which is not the case with the great paganisms that 
have disappeared; these had no human founders and in their 
case their perennial subsistence was conditional, the primordial 
perspectives being 'spatial' and not 'temporal'; Hinduism 
alone of all the great traditions of the primordial type has had 
the possibility of renewing its vigour through the ages thanks 
to its avataras.1 In any case it was not our intention here to 
enter into details but rather to make it clear why, from the point 
of view of some Sufi, it was not Apollo who was false but the 
way he was regarded. 2 

But to return to the 'people of the Book'. If the Quran con­
tains elements of polemic concerning Christianity and, for 
stronger reasons, concerning Judaism, it is because Islam came 
after these religions, and this means that it was obliged-and 
there is a point of view which allows of its doing so-to put 
itself forward as an improvement on what came before it. In 
other words the Quran enunciates a perspective which makes it 
possible to 'go beyond' certain formal aspects of the two more 
ancient monotheisms. Something analogous can be seen, not 
only in the position of Christianity in relation to Judaism­
where the point is self-evident by reason of the messianic idea 
and the fact that the former is like a 'bhaktic' esotericism of 
the latter-but also in the attitude of Buddhism towards 
Brahmanism; here too the later appearance in time coincides 
with a perspective that is symbolically, though not intrinsically, 

1 Moreover there is nothing to exclude the possibility of other branches of 
the primordial tradition, of 'Hyperborean' or 'Atlantean' affiliation from 
ha~ing survived on the fringes of the historical scene, though this could 'not be 
so m the ca~e o~ the gr~at traditions of urbanized peoples. Apart from this, 
w~en pagamsm I~ ment10.ned-and we have adopted this conventional term 
WI~hout ~egard either to Its etymology or its unpleasant associations, which 
chiefly anse from. ab~ses-ther.e ~s no doubt always need to make a reservation 
~s regards a sa~Hentlal esotencism inaccessible to the majority and in fact 
mcapable of actmg on that majority. 

2 And also how he was represented, as is proved by 'classical' art. 

56 



THE QURAN 

superior. Of this fact the tradition that is apparently being 
superseded clearly has no need to take account since each 
perspective is a universe for itself-and thus a centre and a 
standard-and since in its own way it contains all valid points 
of view. By the very logic of things the later tradition is 
'condemned' to the symbolical attitude of superiority,1 on pain 
of non-existence one might almost say; but there is also a posi­
tive symbolism of anteriority and in this respect the new 
tradition, which is from its own point of view the final one, 
must incarnate 'what came before', or 'what has always 
existed'; its novelty-or glory-is consequently its absolute 
'anteriority'. 

Pure intellect is the 'immanent Quran'; the uncreated Quran 
-the Logos-is the Divine Intellect; and this is crystallized in 
the form of the earthly Quran and answers 'objectively' to that 
other immanent and 'subjective' revelation which is the human 
intellect. 2 In Christian terms it could be said that Christ is like 
the 'objectivation' of the intellect and the intellect is like the 
'subjective' and permanent revelation of Christ. Thus there are 
two poles for the manifestation of Divine Wisdom and they are: 
first, the Revelation 'above us' and, secondly, the intellect 
'within us'; the Revelation provides the symbols while the 
intellect deciphers them and 'recollects' their content, thereby 
again becoming conscious of its own substance. Revelation is a 
deployment and intellect a concentration; the descent is in 
accord with the ascent. 

But there is another haqiqah (truth) on which we should wish 
to touch at this point, and it is this: in the sensory order the 
Divine Presence has two symbols or vehicles-or two 'natural 
manifestations'-of primary importance: the heart within us, 
which is our centre, and the air around us, which we breathe. 
The air is a manifestation of ether, the weaver of forms, and it is 
at the same time the vehicle of light, which also makes manifest 

1 This attitude is necessarily legitimate from a certain angle and at a certain 
level and is explained, in the field of monotheism, by the fact that the Jewish, 
Christian and Islamic religions correspond respectively to the ways of 'action', 
'love' and 'knowledge' to the extent that they can, as exotericisms, do so and 
without prejudice to their most profound content. 

2 It is 'subjective' because empirically it is within us. The term 'subjective', 
as applied to the intellect, is as improper as the epithet 'human'; in both cases 
the terms are used simply in order to define the way of approach. 
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the element ether.1 When we breathe, the air penetrates us and, 
symbolically, it is as though it introduced into us the creative 
ether and the light too; we inhale the Universal Presence of God. 
Equally there is a connection between light and coolness, for 
the sensation of both is liberating; what is light externally is 
coolness inwardly. We inhale luminous, cool air and our respira­
tion is a prayer, as is the beating of our heart; the luminosity 
relates to the Intellect and the freshness to pure Being. In 
Islam it is taught that at the end of time light will become 
separated from heat and heat will be hell whereas light will be 
Paradise; the light of heaven is cool and the heat of hell dark. 

The world is a fabric woven of threads of ether, and into it we 
and all other creatures are woven. All sensory things come forth 
from ether, which contains all; everything is ether crystallized. 
The world is an immense carpet; we possess the whole world in 
each breath because we breathe the ether from which all things 
are made,2 and we 'are' ether. Just as the world is an im­
measurable carpet in which everything is repeated in a rhythm 
of continual change, or where everything remains similar within 
the framework of the law of differentiation, so too the Quran­
and with it the whole of Islam-is a carpet or fabric, in which 
the centre is everywhere repeated in an infinitely varied way and 
in which the diversity is no more than a development of the 
unity. The universal 'ether', of which the physical element is 
only a distant and grosser refl.ecti~n, _is ~one ~ther ~han th~ 
d . · Word which is everywhere bemg and consciOusness 

lvtne t • • , t r ' d 
and everywhere 'creative' and hberatmg or revea mg an 
'illuminating'. 

The nature which surrounds us-sun, moon, stars, day and 
night, the seasons, the waters, mountains, forests and fl.o~ers­
is a kind of primordial Revelation; now thes~ three t~mgs­
nature, light and breath-are profoundly hnked With one 
another. Breathing should be linked with the remembrance of 
God; we should breathe with reverence, with the heart so to 
speak. It is said that the Spirit of God-the Divine Breath­
was 'over the waters' and that it was by breathing into it that 

1 The Greeks passed over the element ether in silence, no doubt because 
they conceived it as being hidden in the air which is also invisible. In Hebrew 
the word avir designates both air and eth~r: the word aor has the same root 
and means 'light'. 

1 !his is a symbolic manner of speech, for ether being perfect plenitude is 
motionless and could not move. 
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God created the soul, as it is also said that man, who is 'born of 
the Spirit', is like the wind; 'thou hearest the sound thereof, but 
canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth'. 

It is significant that Islam is defined in the Quran as an 
'enlarging (inshiriih) of the breast', that it is said, for example, 
that God 'hath enlarged our breast for Islam'; the connection 
between the Islamic perspective and the initiatic meaning of 
breathing and also of the heart is a key of the first importance 
for understanding the arcana of Sufism. It is true that by the 
very force of things the same path also opens out on to universal 
gnosis. 

The 'remembrance of God' is like breathing deeply in the 
solitude of high mountains: here the morning air, filled with the 
purity of the eternal snows, dilates the breast; it becomes space 
and heaven enters our heart. 

This picture includes yet another symbolism, that of the 
'universal breath': here expiration relates to cosmic mani­
festation or the creative phase and inspiration to reintegration, 
to the phase of salvation or the return to God. 

One reason why Western people have difficulty in appreciat­
ing the Quran and have even many times questioned whether 
this book does contain the premises of a spirituallife1 lies in the 
fact that they look in a text for a meaning that is fully ex­
pressed and immediately intelligible, whereas Semites, and 
Eastern peoples in general, are lovers of verbal symbolism and 
read 'in depth'. The revealed phrase is for them an array of 
symbols from which more and more flashes of light shoot forth 
the further the reader penetrates into the spiritual geometry 
of the words: the words are reference points for a doctrine that 
is inexhaustible; the implicit meani:ng is everything, and the 
obscurities of the literal meaning are so many veils marking the 
majesty of the content.2 But, even without taking into con­
sideration the sibylline structure of very many sacred sentences, 
we can say that the Oriental extracts much from a few words: 

1 Louis Massignon answers this question in the affirmative. 
2 Thus, moreover, was the Bible read-following in the footsteps of antiquity 

-in the Middle Ages. The denial of the hermeneutical interpretation, which 
was the bulwark of traditional and integral intellectuality, inevitably led in the 
end to 'criticism'-and destruction-of the sacred Texts; for instance there is 
nothing left of the Song of Songs once only the literal meaning is accepted. 
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when, for example, the Quran recalls that 'the world beyond is 
better for you than this lower world' or that 'earthly life is but 
a play' or affirms: 'In your wives and your children ye have an 
enemy' or: 'say: Allah! then leave them to their empty play', 
or, finally, when it promises Paradise to 'him who has feared 
the station of his Lord and refused desire to his soul'-when the 
Quran speaks thus, there emerges for the Moslem1 a whole 
ascetic and mystical doctrine, as penetrating and as complete 
as no matter what other form of spirituality worthy the name. 

Man alone has the gift of speech, for he alone among all the 
creatures of this earth is 'made in the image of God' in a direct 
and total manner; and, since it is by virtue of this likeness 
(provided it is actualized by appropriate means) that man is 
saved-by virtue, that is, of the objective intelligence, associa­
ted with freewill and truthful speech, whether articulated or 
not-it is easy to understand the capital part played in the life 
of the Moslem by those sublime words-the verses of the Quran; 
they are not merely sentences which transmit thoughts, but are 
in a way, beings, powers or talismans; the soul of the Moslem is, 
as it were, woven of sacred formulae; in these he works, in these 
he rests, in these he lives and in these he dies. 

It was the objectivity of human intelligence which enabled 
Adam to 'name' all things and all creatures; in other words it is 
this which enables man to know objects, plants and animals, 
though they do not know him; but the highest content of this 
intelligence is the Absolute; to be able to compass the greater 
is to be able to compass the lesser, and it is because man can 
know God that he knows the world. After its own fashion human 
intelligence is a proof of God. 

At the beginning of this book we saw that the intention of the 
formula La ilaha illa 'Llah becomes clear if by the term ilah­
the literal meaning of which is 'divinity'-one understands 
reality, the level or nature of which remains to be determined. 
The first proposition of the sentence, which is negative in form 
('There .is no divinity .. .'), relates to the world and reduces it 
to nothingness by taking away from it any positive character; 
th.e .s~cond proposition, which is affirmative ('. . . save The 
DIVImty, Allah), is related to Absolute Reality or to Being. 
The word 'divinity' (ilah) can be replaced by any word express­
ing a positive idea; in the first part of the formula this word 

1 Note that we say 'for the Moslem', not 'for every Moslem'. 
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would then remain indefinite, but in the second proposition it 
would become defined absolutely and exclusively as Principle,1 

as in the case of the Name Allah (The Divinity) in respect of the 
word ilah (divinity). In the Shahiidah there is metaphysical 
discernment between the unreal and the Real, and there is also 
combative virtue; this formula is both the sword of knowledge 
and the sword of the soul, whilst it marks too the peace that 
Truth brings, serenity in God. We have already seen that the 
first 'Testimony' is directly followed by the second-that of the 
Prophet-which it includes implicitly and which issues from it 
as if by polarization. 

Another fundamental proposition of Islam-and no doubt the 
most important after the double Testimony of the faith-is the 
formula of consecration, the Basmalah: 'In the Name of God, the 
infinitely Good,2 the ever Merciful' (Bismi • Lliihi 'Rrahmiini 
'Rrahim).3 This is the formula of the Revelation, found at the 
head of every surat of the Quran except one which is considered 
as a continuation of its predecessor; this consecration is the 
first phrase of the revealed Book, for with it begins 'That which 
opens' (Surat el-Fiitihah), the introductory surat. It is said that 
the Fiitihah contains in essence the whole of the Quran, that 
the Basmalah in tum contains the whole of the Fiitihah, that 
the Basmalah is itself contained in the first letter bii and that 
this is contained in its diacritical point.' 

The Basmalah forms a kind of complement to the Shahiidah: 
the Shahiidah is an intellectual 'ascent' and the Basmalah an 
ontological 'descent'; in Hindu terms the former could be called 
Shaiva and the latter Vaishna11a. If we may be permitted to 

1 One of the works of the Shaikh El-Allaoui contains indeed a whole litany 
drawn from the Sllalliidah: La quddusa (holy} illa 'Llah; la 'alima (wise} illa 
• Lliih, and so on through all the divine attributes. 

a Here we give the metaphysical meaning of this Name. No objection can be 
raised to the translating of the Name Rahman as 'Compassionate' for com­
passion is as it were the essence of mercy. 

a From this is derived the word basmalah, which means the act of saying: 
Bismi • Llalli . ... The Arabic spelling is: Bismi Allahi al-Rahmani al-Rahim. 

' The letter M, the second letter in the Arabic alphabet (the first being the 
alif, a plain vertical line with an axial symbolism} is formed by a horizontal line 
slightly curved like a bowl and is distinguished by a point beneath it. Ali, the 
Prophet's son-in-law, and at a later date the Sufi Esh-Shlbli both compared 
themselves to this point under the ba in order to express their state of 'supreme 
Identity'. This diacritical point corresponds to the first drop of the divine Ink 
(Midad} to fall from the Pen; it is the Divine Spirit (Er- Rfih}, or the Prototype 
of the world. 
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return once again to two Vedantic formulas of the highest 
importance, let us add that the Shahadah destroys the world 
because 'the world is false, Brahma is true', whereas the 
Basmalah on the contrary consecrates and sanctifies the world 
because 'all is .iftma'; but the Basmalah is already contained in 
the Shahadah in the word illa ( a contracted form of in lei, 'if 
not') which is the 'isthmus' (barzakh) between the negative and 
positive propositions of the formula, the first half of this word 
itself being positive (in, 'if') and the second negative (la, 'no' 
or 'none'). In other words the Shahadah is the juxtaposition of 
the negation la ilaha (no divinity) and the Name Allah (The 
Divinity), this confrontation being linked by a word the first 
half of which, being positive, indirectly relates to Allah and the 
second half, being negative, indirectly relates to 'unreality'; 
thus in the centre of the Shahadah there is a kind of inverted 
image of the relationship which it expresses, and this inversion 
represents the truth according to which the world possesses the 
degree of reality proper to its own level, since nothing can be 
cut off from the Divine Cause. 

And it is from this mysterious heart of the Shahadah that the 
second Shahadah springs,like Eve drawn from the side of Adam. 
The Divine Truth, having said 'no' to the world which would be 
God, says 'yes' within the very framework of this 'no' because 
the world cannot in itself be cut off from God: Allah cannot not 
be there in a certain fashion or in conformity with certain 
principles resulting both from His nature and from that of the 
world. 

From a somewhat different point of view it can also be said 
that the Basmalah is the divine and revealing ray which bears 
into the world the truth of the double Shahadah: 1 the Basmalah 
is the 'descending' ray and the Shahadah is its content, the 
horizontal image which, in the world, reflects the Truth of 
God; in the second Shahadah (Muhammadun Rasulu 'Llah) this 
vertical ray is itself reflected and the projection of the Message 
becomes a part of the Message. The Basmalah consecrates 
everything including especially the vital functions with their 
inevitable and legitimate pleasures. Through this consecration 

1 In the same way that Christ is the Word borne into the world by the Holy 
Spirit. In this case the Shahiidah is the Message made manifest; on the other 
hand, when it was said above that the Basmalah is contained in the first 
Shahiidah-like the second Shahiidah in the word illii-this referred to the 
Shahadah in divinis, envisaged, that is to say, as the Unmanifest Truth. 
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something of the divine Bliss enters into their enjoyment; it 
is as though God entered into the enjoyment and participated 
in it, or as though man entered a little, but of full right, into the 
Bliss of God. Like the Basmalah the second Shaluidah 'neutral­
izes' the denial enunciated by the first Shahadah, which sym­
bolically speaking already bears within itself its 'compensatory 
dimension' or its 'corrective' in the word illa from which springs 
forth the M uhammadttn rasulu 'Llah. 

This question could also be approached from a rather differ­
ent angle: the consecration 'In the Name of God, the infinitely 
Merciful, the ever Merciful in action' presupposes something in 
relation to which the idea of Unity, enunciated by the Shahtidah, 
has to be realized, and this relationship is indicated in the 
Basmalah itself in the sense that, being divine utterance, it 
creates that which should then be brought back to the Un­
created. The divine Names Rahman and Rahim, both derived 
from the word Rahmah ('Mercy'), mean, the former the intrinsic 
Mercy of God and the latter His extrinsic Mercy; thus the former 
indicates an infinite quality and the latter a limitless mani­
festation of that quality. The words could also be respectively 
translated as 'Creator through Love' and 'Saviour through 
Mercy', or, drawing inspiration from a hadith, we could com­
ment on them thus: Er-Rahman is the Creator of the world 
inasmuch as a priori and once for all He has furnished the 
elements of well-being of this lower world, while Er-Ralzim is 
the Saviour of men inasmuch as He confers on them the bliss of 
the world beyond, or gives them here below the seeds of that 
other world or dispenses its benefits. 

In the Names Rahman and Rahim the divine Mercy confronts 
human incapacity in the sense that consciousness of our in­
capacity is, when coupled with confidence, the moral receptacle 
of Mercy. The Name Rahman is like a sky full of light; the Name 
Rahim is like a warm ray coming from the sky and giving life 
to man. 

In the Name Allah there are the aspects of awful Transcend­
ence and enveloping Totality; were there only the aspect of 
Transcendence it would be difficult, if not impossible, to con­
template this N arne. From a different point of view it can be said 
that the Name Allah breathes forth at one and the same time 
serenity, majesty and mystery: the first of these qualities 
relates to the undifferentiation of substance, the second to the 
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loftiness of the Principle and the third to the Ipseity, which is 
both secret and dazzling. In the written form of the Name 
Allah in Arabic we distinguish a horizontal line, that of the very 
motion of writing, then the upright strokes of the alif and the 
lam, and then finally a more or less circular line, symbolically 
reducible to a circle; these three elements are like indications of 
three 'dimensions': serenity, which is 'horizontal' and un­
differentiated like the desert or a blanket of snow;1 majesty, 
which is 'vertical' and motionless like a mountain:z and 
mystery, which extends 'in depth' and relates to the Divine 
Ipseity and to gnosis. The mystery of Ipseity implies that of 
identity, for the divine nature, which is totality as well as 
transcendence, includes all possible divine aspects including the 
world with its numberless individualized refractions of the Self. 

The Fatihah, 'That which opens' (the Quran), has, as has 
already been pointed out, a capital importance, for it constitutes 
the unanimous prayer of Islam. It is composed of seven propo­
sitions or verses: r. 'Praise to God, Master of the worlds; 
2. The Infinitely Good, The ever Merciful; 3· The King of the 
Last Judgment; 4· It is Thee Whom we adore, and it is in Thee 
that we seek refuge; 5. Lead us on the straight way; 6. The way 
of those on whom is Thy Grace; 7· Not of those on whom is 
Thy Wrath, nor of those who stray.' 

'Praise to God, Master of the worlds': the starting point of this 
formula is our state of existential enjoyment; to exist is to 
enjoy, for breathing, eating, living, seeing beauty, carrying out 
some work-all this is enjoyment; now what it is important to 
know is that every perfection or satisfaction, every quality, 
whether within us or outside, is only the effect of a trans­
cendent and unique cause, and that this cause, the only cause 
there is, produces and determines numberless worlds of 
perfection. 

'The Infinitely Good, the ever Merciful': The Good signifies 
that in advance God has given us existence and all the qualities 
and conditions this implies, and, since we exist and are also 
endowed with intelligence, we ought not to forget these gifts 

1 This is what is expressed by the verse already quoted: 'Say: Alliihl Then 
leave them to their vain talk' (VI, g1 ), or by this other verse: 'Is it not in the 
remembrance of Allah that hearts rest in security?' (XIII, 28). 

2 'Alliih.l There is no divinity save He, The Living (El-Ha:;y:;y), The Self­
Subsistent (El-Qa:;y:;yum).' (Quran, II, 255 and III, I). 
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nor attribute them to ourselves; we did not create ourselves, nor 
did we invent either the eye or light. 'The Merciful': God gives us 
our daily bread, and not that alone: He gives us our eternal 
life, our participation in Unity and so in what is our true 
nature. 

'The King of the Last Judgment': God is not only the Master 
of the worlds, He is also the Master of their end; He deploys 
them, then He destroys them. We, who are in existence, cannot 
not know that all existence runs to its end, that both microcosms 
and macrocosms terminate in a sort of divine nothingness. To 
know that the relative comes from the Absolute and depends 
on It is to know that the relative is not the Absolute and dis­
appears in face of lt.l 

'It is Thee we adore and it is in Thee we seek refuge': adora­
tion is the recognition of God outside us and above us, and thus 
submission to the infinitely distant God, whereas refuge is the 
return to the God within us, at the deepest level of our heart; 
it is confidence in a God Who is infinitely near. The 'external' 
God is like the infinity of the sky; the 'inward' God is like the 
intimacy of the heart. 

'Lead us on the straight way': this is the way of ascent, the 
way which leads to liberating Unity; it is the union of will, love 
and knowledge. 

'The way of those on whom is Thy Grace': the straight way is 
that where Grace draws us upwards; it is through Grace alone 
that we can follow this way; but we must open ourselves to that 
Grace and conform to its requirements. 

'Not of those on whom is Thy Wrath, nor of those who stray': 
not of those who oppose Grace and by that fact place them­
selves in the ray of Justice or of Rigour, or who sever the bond 
linking them to pre-existing Grace through wanting to be inde­
pendent of their Cause, or wanting to be themselves the cause; 
they fall like stones, deaf and blind; the Cause abandons them. 
'Nor of those who stray': these are they who, without direct~y 
opposing the One, are none the less, through feebleness, lost m 
multiplicity; these do not deny the One, nor do they _want t_o 
usurp Its rank, but they remain what they are, followmg their 
multiple nature as though not endowed with intelligence; 
briefly, they live beneath themselves and give themselves up 

1 The reader will have noticed that 'the Last Judgment' includes a temporal 
symbolism as against the spatial symbolism of 'Master of the Worlds'. 
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to cosmic powers, though without being lost if they submit to 
God.1 

Formulas run through the life of the Moslem like weft through 
warp. As has been pointed out the Basmalah inaugurates and 
sanctifies every enterprise, it ritualizes the regular actions of 
life such as the ablutions and meals; the formula (el-Jzamdtt lil 
Lah) 'Praise to God' brings them to a close in relating their 
positive quality to the Sole Cause of all quality and thus 
'sublimating' all enjoyment so that everything can be under­
taken according to grace, the effect on earth of the Divine Bliss; 
in this sense all things are done as symbols of that Bliss.2 
These two formulas mark the two phases of consecration and 
deconsecration, the coagula and the solve; the Basmalah evokes 
the Divine Cause-and therefore the presence of God-in 
transitory things and the Hamd-the praise-in a sense dis­
solves these things by reducing them to their Cause. 

The formulas Subhana 'Llah (Glory to God) and Allahu akba'~' 
(God is greater) are often associated with the Hamd, in con, 
formity with a hadith, and recited with it. 'Glory to God' is 
said to nullify a heresy that is contrary to the Divine Majesty; 
thus this formula more especially concerns God in Himself; it 
separates Him from created things whereas the Hamd on the 
contrary connects them to God in a certain fashion. The formula 
'God is greater'-the Takbir-'opens' the canonical prayer and 
marks the change during prayer from one ritual position to 
another; it expresses by the comparative of the word 'great> 
(kabir)--often taken, moreover, in the sense of a superlative­
that God will always be 'greater', or 'the greatest', (akbar), and 
so shows itself to be a kind of paraphrase of the Shahadah. 

1 According to the Islamic interpretation these three categories of G~ace, 
Wrath and Straying concern respectively the Moslems, who follow the middle 
w_ay, the Jews, who rejected Jesus, and the Christians, who made a Go~ Of 
him; the choice of the symbols is admissible from an exoteric point of view, 
~JUt the meaning is universal and refers to the three fundamental tendencies 
In man. 

2 Cf. ~he Bhagavadgita (IX, 27, 28): 'Whatever thy work, thine eating, 
thy sacn:fice, thy gift, thine austerities, make of it an offering to Me, 0 son 
of Kunti. Thus thou shalt be released from the bonds of action, whether their 
fruit be good or bad; with a soul firmly set on renunciation thou shalt be 
delivered and attain to Me.' According to an idea current among Moslems a 
meal taken without the Basmalah is eaten in the company of Satan, and the 
same applies to any important action. 
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According to tradition all these formulas, when recited a 
certain number of times, miraculously wipe out sins, even if as 
numberless as the drops of water in the sea. Here there is an 
analogy with the indulgences attached in Catholicism to certain 
formulas or prayers. 

Another formula of almost organic importance in the life of 
a Moslem is the following: in shii' a 'Lliih (if God wills it); in 
saying this the Moslem recognizes his dependence, his frailty and 
his ignorance in the face of God and at the same time abdicates 
all passional pretention: this is essentially the formula of 
serenity. It is also an affirmation that the end of all things is 
God, that it is He alone who is the absolutely certain limit of 
our existence; there is no future outside of Him. 

If the formula 'If God wills it' concerns the future in so far as 
we project into it the present-represented by our desire which 
we actively affirm-the formula kana maktub (it was written) 
concerns the present in so far as in it we meet the future­
represented by the destiny we passively undergo. Similarly the 
formula mii shii' a 'Lliih (What God has willed-'has come' being 
implied) places the idea of 'If God wills it' in the past and the 
present; the event, or its beginning, is past, but its unfolding, or 
our ascertaining of the past or continuing event, is in the present. 
Moslem 'fatalism', the soundness of which is corroborated by the 
fact that it is perfectly consistent with activity-history is 
there to prove it-is the logical consequence of the fundamental 
conception of Islam according to which everything depends on 
God and returns to Him. 

Moslems, and especially those who observe the sunna even in 
its minutest ramifications, 1 live in a web of symbols, partici­
pating in the weaving, since they live them, and thus have the 
benefit of so many means of remembering God and the world 
beyond, even if only indirectly. To the Christian, living as he 
does morally in the empty space of vocational possibilities and 
so of the unforeseeable, this situation of the Moslem appears to 
be a superficial formalism or even pharisaical, but such an 

1 This El-Ghazzali in particular extolled. The opposite opinion also exists 
that the legal minimum is enough for going to Paradise provided there is either 
great purity of soul, or great virtue, or profound inner knowledge. In this 
context let us recall that Moslems divide actions into five categories: I. what 
is indispensable (fardll or wiijib); 2. what is recommended (sunnall, mustahabb); 
3· what is indifferent (mubiih); 4· what is inadvisable (makrull); 5. what is 
forbidden (hariim). 
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impression fails to take account of the fact that for Islam the 
will does not make 'improvisations' ;1 it is determined or canal­
ized with a view to contemplative peace of the spirit; 2 the 
external has only a schematic significance and the whole 
spiritual rhythm unfolds inwardly. To pronounce on every 
occasion certain formulas may amount to nothing, and will 
seem a mere nothing to one who conceives only of moral heroism, 
but from another point of view-that of virtual union with God 
through the constant 'remembrance' of things divine-this 
verbal way of introducing into life spiritual 'points of reference' 
is on the contrary a means of purification and of grace as to 
which no doubt can be entertained. That which is spiritually 
possible is by the same token legitimate and even, in the 
appropriate context, necessary. 

One of the salient doctrines in the Quran is that of the Divine 
Omnipotence; this doctrine of the utter dependence of all things 
on God is enunciated in the Quran with a strictness that is 
exceptional in the 'climate' of monotheism. At the beginning of 
this book the problem of predestination was touched on in 
showing that, if man is subject to fate, it is because-or in so 
far as-he is not God, not inasmuch as he participates onto­
logically in the Divine Liberty; it was pointed out that to deny 
predestination would amount to pretending that God does not 
know 'future' events 'beforehand' and is therefore not omnis­
cient; this would be an absurd conclusion, for time is merely 
one mode of extension of existence and the empirical succession 
of its contents is only illusory. 

This question of predestination also raises that of the Divine 
~mnipotence: if God is all-powerful, why can he not abolish the 
ills from which creatures suffer? If it is inadmissible to suppose 
that he wants to do so but cannot, it is equally inconceivable 
that he could do so but does not want to, at any rate in so far 
as we place reliance on our human sensibility. The answer 
must be as follows: Omnipotence, being something definite, 

. 1 On this_ point, as on others, there is nothing absolute about the divergence 
m perspective, but the differences of accent are none the less real and profound. 

2 Tb!-s ~s why the required attitude is called an islam, an abandonment to a 
pre-ex1stmg frame for the will; the root of this word is the same as that of the 
~ord salam, 'peace', and this indicates the idea of a 'supernatural release', an 
Idea also contained in the word inshiriih, meaning the enlarging of the breast 
by the Islamic faith. 
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cannot be identified with the Absolute in the strictly meta­
physical sense of that term; it is one quality among others, 
which is as much as to say that, like Being to which it apper­
tains, it belongs to the domain of relativity, though not on that 
account falling outside the principia! domain; in short it relates 
to the personal God, the ontological Principle, which creates 
and is personified in relation to creatures, not to the supra­
personal Divinity, which is the Absolute and Ineffable Essence. 
Omnipotence, like every attribute relating to an attitude or an 
activity, has its sufficient reason in the world and is exercised 
in the world; it is dependent on Being and could not be exercised 
beyond that. God, 'in creating' and 'having created' is all­
powerful in relation to what His work includes, but not so in 
relation to that which, in the divine nature itself, provokes both 
creation and the inner laws of creation; He does not govern that 
which makes the metaphysical necessity of the world and of 
evil; He governs neither relativity, of which He is, as onto­
logical Principle, the first affirmation, nor the principia! conse­
quences of relativity; He can abolish this evil or that, but not evil 
as such; but that is what He would abolish were He to abolish 
all ills. To speak of 'the world' is to speak of 'relativity', of the 
deployment of relativities, of differentiation and of the presence 
of evil; since the world is not God it must include imperfection, 
otherwise it would be reduced to God and thus cease to exist 
(ex-sistere). 

The great contradiction in man is that he wants the multiple 
but does not want to pay the price of this in anguish; he wants 
relativity with its savour of absoluteness or infinity, but not the 
suffering arising from its sharp edges; he desires extension but 
not limitation, as if the former could exist apart from the latter 
and as if pure extension could be found on the plane of measur­
able things. The whole of modern civilization is built on this error, 
which has become for it an article of faith and a programme. 

Perhaps all this could be more precisely expressed if the 
problem is formulated as follows: The Divine Essence-the 
Beyond-Being-includes in Its indistinction and as a poten­
tiality comprised within Its very infinity a principle of rela­
tivity; Being, which generates the world, is the first of the 
relativities, that from which all the others flow; the function of 
Being is to deploy in the direction of 'nothingness', or in an 
'illusory' mode, the infinity of Beyond-Being, which thus 
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becomes transmuted into ontological and existentiaP possibilities. 
Since Being is the first relativity it cannot abolish relativity; 
as we have already seen, if it could do so it would abolish Itself 
and a fortiori bring creation to naught; what we call 'evil' is 
only the extreme term of limitation, and so of relativity; the 
Omnipotent can no more abolish relativity than He can prevent 
two and two from making four, for relativity, like truth, pro­
ceeds from His nature, and this amounts to saying that God has 
not the power not to be God. Relativity is the 'shadow' or 
'contour' which allows the Absolute to affirm Itself as such 
first before Itself and then in 'innumerable' gushings forth of 
differentiations. 2 

The whole of this doctrine can be found expressed in the 
Quranic formula: 'And He has power over all things' (wa-Hua 
:ala kulli shay' in qadir); in Sufic terms it is said that God, 
masmuch as He is Powerful, and so Creator, is envisaged on the 
level of the 'attributes' (#fat) and quite clearly these could not 
govern the Essence or Quiddity (Dluit); the 'Power' (qadr) 
relates to 'all things', to the existential totality. If we say that 
the Omnipotent has not the power not to be all-powerful, 
creator, merciful and just and that He also cannot prevent 
Himself from creating and deploying His attributes in creation, 
it will no doubt be objected that God created the world 'in full 
freedom' and that in it He manifests Himself freely; but this is 
to confuse the principia! determination of the divine perfection 
with freedom as regards facts or contents; the perfection of 
necessity, a reflection of the Absolute, is confused with the 
imperfection of constraint, a consequence of relativity. That 
God creates in perfect freedom means that He cannot be 
subject to any constraint, since nothing is situated outside Him 
and things appearing to be outside Him cannot attain to Him, 
the levels of reality being incommensurably unequal. The 
metaphysical cause of creation or of manifestation is in God, and 
therefore it does not prevent Him from being Himself, that is, 
from being free; it cannot be denied that this cause is comprised 
in the divine nature unless freedom is confused with caprice, 
as it too often is by theologians-at any rate de facto and by 

1 The former concern Being Itself-and these are the divine attributes such 
as Omnipotence and Mercy-and the latter concern Existence, the world, 
things. 

a This expression is purely symbolical, for on the plane of the macrocosm as 
a whole we are already beyond the realm of earthly number. 
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implication-without recognizing the logical consequences of 
their sentimental and antimetaphysical anthropomorphism. 
Like 'Omnipotence' the 'Freedom' of God has no meaning 
except in relation to the relative; it must be insisted that none 
of these terms applies to the ultimate Aseity; this means, not 
that the intrinsic perfections crystallized in these attributes 
are absent beyond relativity-quod absit-but on the contrary 
that they only have their infinite plenitude in the Absolute and 
the Ineffable.1 

The question of divine punishment is often associated with 
that of Omnipotence and also with that of Divine Wisdom and 
Goodness, and arguments such as the following are brought 
forward: what interest can an infinitely wise and good God have 
in keeping a record of our sins, of the manifestations of our 
wretchedness? To ask oneself such a question is to overlook the 
central data in the problem and to turn on the one hand 
immanent Justice and the Law of equilibrium into a psycho­
logical contingency and on the other-since sin is minimized­
human mediocrity into the measuring rod of the Universe. 
First of all, to speak of God 'punishing' is only a way of ex­
pressing a certain causal relationship; nobody would dream of 
accusing nature of meanness because the relationship of cause 
and effect is displayed in it according to the inherent logic of 
things: because for example, nettle seeds do not produce 
azaleas, or because, when a swing is pushed, a pendular and not 
an upward movement results. The good reason for the sanc­
tions beyond death is apparent once we are aware of human 
imperfection; being a disequilibrium that imperfection ineluct­
ably calls forth its own repercussion. 2 If the existence of 

1 Mazdeism formulated the problem of Omnipotence and of evil in a way 
which avoids the appearance of contradiction in the. Div_ine Principle by 
opposing to Ahuramazda, or Ormuzd, the supreme and mfimtely good God, a 
principle of evil, Auromainyu, or Ahriman, thus stopping short at_ a _dualism 
which falls short of being metaphysically satisfactory, though adm1ss1ble at a 
certain level of reality. The Buddhist formulation avoid_s the tw~ dan?ers of 
contradiction in God Himself and of a fundamental dualism, but 1s obhged to 
sacrifice the personal aspect of God, a~ any rate _in its general doc~rine, and this 
makes it unassimilable for the majonty of Occ1dentals and Sem1tes. 

2 This is one meaning of Christ's saying that 'he who ~raws the ~word s_hall 
perish by the sword' and also, though from a somewhat d1fferent pomt of v1ew, 
of the saying that 'every house divided agai~st its~lf shall fal~'. This la~t sayi~g 
is in particular applicable to the man who 1s unfaithful to h1s nature made m 
the image of God'. 
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f God for those who s:e 
creatures is really a proof ~e manifestation is conce~vable ~~y 
outward appear~nc~s, be~a~ as accidents have meamn? on~ ln 
in terms of a Pnnclple (JUS logous things can be sald a out 
relation to a substance) ana an equilibrium which they ~~ve 
disequilibria: they presuppose rdant reaction, whether poslhve 
broken and they entail a conco 

or negative. . 'all right', that he has the right simply 
To believe that man 1s , that he has no business with moral 

to demand 'to be left alon~ ' 1 fears means a failure to see that 
agitations and esc~at~log1~:nse deftne man have fundamentally 
the limitations wh1c~ 1~ ;.h mere fact that we do not see what 
a kind of 'a~normahty ·k end are ignorant of what tomorrow 
goes on behmd our b~c ~ ~n certain respects very insignificant 
will be like proves us 0 , a~cidents' of a 'substance' greater than. 
and shows that ;:e ar\ the same time that we are not the body 
ourselves, bhu~ s owlds ~neither this world nor our body is what W<> 
and not of t 1s wor ' h · · f f h "' 
are. And here we would insert a p~renthesls: 1 lor t ous~nds Of 

ld be content W1th t e mora symbohsm of 
years men coud punishment it is not because they were stupi..:~ recompense an . . . . IJ. 

(in which case their stup1d1ty would have been mftmte ancl 
incurable) but because they shllyreserved ~he sense ~f stability 
and instability, because they shll had an mnate feehng of real 
values in the case both of the world and of the soul. They hacl 
the certainty-and that in some degree through experience 
since they were contemplative-on the one hand of divin~ 
norms and on the other of human imperfections; a symbolisltl. 
was enough to recall to them that of which they already had a 
natural presentiment. A man spiritually perverted has, on the 
contrary, forgotten his initial majesty and the risks it involves· 
having no desire to occupy his mind with the fundamentals of 
his existence he believes that reality is incapable of recalling 
them to his mind. And the worst of all absurdities is to believe 
that the nature of things is absurd, for, were it so, whence 
could we draw light enabling us to recognize that it is so? 
Further, man is by definition intelligent and free; in practice 
he always remains convinced of this for at every opportunity he 
lays claim both to freedom and to intelligence: to freedom be­
cause he docs not want to let himself be dominated, and to 
inte1ligcncc because he intends to be the judge of everything 

J , ·Jf. Jl\11. what \,\1\*\~~ G\\t l\~~\\\\-y l\\ t~ce of the Absolute 
Hllll~B ' . I .· I ' ' • 
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is our real nature and not our convenience, elevated to the 
status of a norm; it may be that we want to desert our thea­
morphism while profiting from its advantages, but we cannot 
escape the consequences that theomorphism implies. It is all 
very fine for the modernists to despise what may seem to them 
a disquiet, a feebleness or a 'complex' in traditional pe~pl~; 
their own way of being perfect is to ignore that the mountall1 1s 
crumbling whereas the apparent imperfection of those they 
despise includes-or manifests-at any rate a serious p~ssi­
bility of escaping a cataclysm. And everything that h~s. JUS~ 
been said applies equally to whole civilizations: the traditwna 
civilizations include evils that can only be understood, or ~e 
bearing of which can only be estimated, if regard is had tot ~ 
fact that these civilizations are based on certainty of the beyon 
and, consequentially, on a corresponding indifference to tra~: 
sitory things. Conversely, in order rightly to evaluate t~e at­
vantages of the modern world, and before seeing in it indispu s' 
able values, it must be borne in mind that these 'advanta~~e 
are mentally conditioned by denial of the beyond and bY 
cult of the things of this world. . t-.er 

V d h. k . . 'e1tv 
ery.many people to ay t. m m ?uch terms as these. e sa:Y 

God. eXIsts, or He does not; ~f He exists and is what peop~ 00t 
He 1s, then He will recognize that we are good and d d to 
deserve punishment.' This means that they are prep~re ¢l 

?elie;e, in His existen~e provided He conforms to thel~ll~Jll­
tmagmmgs and recogmzes the value they attribute to ki10w 
selves. This is to forget, on the one hand that we cannot tlle 
the standards by which the Absolute judges us, and .00 lJtlt 
other that the 'fire' beyond the tomb is definitively nothiilg ess; 
our own intellect actualized in opposition to our own f~Jse~ tlle 
in other words it is the immanent truth breaking forth ~ot gill' 
full light of day. At death man is confronted by the ui11~a alld 
able expanse of a reality no longer fragmentary but tota 'tllat 
then by the norm of what he has pretended to be becau:e i!elf; 

. ' btJll;:> ll norm Is part of Reality. Man therefore condemns -wlliC 
according to the Quran it is his members themselve~ 5 at'e 
accuse him; once beyond the realm of lies his violat1°~ al1° 
transformed into flames; nature, thrown out of balanc 55tt~· 
fal~ified proves, with ~ll its vain assurance, a shirt of~~! ~tS 
It 1s not only for his sms that man burns. he burns toO ttillg 

· d I · h ' fse maJesty as an image of Go · t IS t e preconceived idea 0 
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up the fallen state as a norm and ignorance as a pledge of 
impunity which the Quran stigmatizes with veh~mence-one 
might almost say by anticipation-by confrontmg the self­
assurance of its contradictors with the terrors of the end of the 
world. This is indeed one of the most frequently recurring themes 
of this sacred Book, which sometimes marks by an almost 
despairing eloquence its character of being the final Message. 

To sum up, the whole problem of guilt can be reduced to the 
relation between cause and effect. That man is far from being 
good is very amply proved both by ancient and by modern 
history: man does not have the innocence of animals; he is 
aware of his own imperfection, since the idea of that imperfec­
tion exists for him; thus he is responsible. What is called in 
moral terminology the fault of man and the chastisement of 
God is, in itself, nothing ot~er than hum~~ d.isequilibriu111 
coming into collision with the Immanent Eqmhbnum; and this 
idea is of capital importance. 

The notion of an 'eternal' hell, after having for many cen, 
turies stimulated fear of God and efforts towards virtue h 

ff d .b • as today rather the opposite e ect an contn utes to making th 
doctrine of the world beyond seem improbable; and by e 
strange paradox, in a period which is one of contra;ts an~ 
compensations, and at the same time generally speaking 
refractory as it could be to pure metaphysic, only the esotericisas 
of gnosis is in a position to render intelligible the very p 111 
cariously held positions of exotericism and to satisfy cert r~­
ne~ds of causality. No'; the problem of divine punishme~~ll 
which our contemporanes have such difficulty in admitti ' 
can be summed up in two questions: first, is it possible for mng, 

h . . I f all ~ o Is responsib e and ree to oppose the Absolute eith 
directly or indirectly, even if only in an illusory sense? Certain~t 
he can, s~nce th~ individual essence can be impregnated with 
any cosmic quality and there are consequently states that a 
'possibilities of impossibility'.1 And the second question is thi:~ 

1 'And they say: The Fire will not touch us save for a certain number of d . 
Say: Have ye received a covenant from Allah-truly Allah will not break~~· 
covenant--or tell ye concerning Allah that which ye know not? Nay b t h 15 

soever hath done evil and his sin surroundeth him· such are the rightf lu w 0 ' 

ofhth1 e Fire1; t~e:>: will abide therein' (khiilidun). {Quran, 11 , 8o-8r). ~~;:t~! 
W o c cmp JaSIS IS on the proposition: ' ... and his sin surroundeth him' (wa­
alifilat hiM lilwtt 'atuhu), which indicates the essential, and so 'mortal' character 
of IJJC transgression. This passage is a reply to men who believed, not that Hell 
as such is metaphysically limited, but that the duration of the punishment is 
equal to that of the sin. 
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can exoteric truth, for instance in regard to Hell, be total 
truth? Certainly not, since it is determined-in a certain sense 
'by definition'-by a particular moral interest, or by particular 
reasons of psychological opportuneness. The absence of various 
compensating shades of expression in certain religious teachings 
can be explained in this way; the eschatologies relating to these 
religious perspectives are of course not antimetaphysical, but 
they are 'non-metaphysical' and anthropocentric,! and so much 
is this the case that in the context of these teachings certain 
truths appear 'immoral' or at least rather 'unseemly': it is 
therefore not possible for them to discern in infernal states 
aspects that are more or less positive, or the converse in paradisal 
states. By this we do not mean to say that there is symmetry as 
between Mercy and Rigour-the former has priority over the 
latter2-but rather that the relationship 'Heaven-hell' corres­
ponds by metaphysical necessity to what is expressed in the 
Far-Eastern symbolism of the yin-yang, in which the black 
portion includes a white point and the white portion a black 
point; if then there are compensations in gehenna because 
nothing in existence can be absolute and the divine Mercy 
penetrates everywhere,s there must also be in Paradise, not 

1 Theologians are not in principle unaware that the 'eternity' of hell-the 
case of paradise is somewhat different-is not on the same level as that of God 
and could not be identical with it; but this subtlety remains for them without 
consequences. If, in the Semitic Scriptures, exotericism is predicated by such 
ideas as creation ex nihilo and a survival both individual and eternal, the 
exoteric tendency likewise appears in Hindu and Buddhist Scriptures-though 
in a different fashion-in the sense that these texts appear to place on this 
earth those phases of transmigration which are neither celestial nor infernal; 
in the climate of Hinduism exotericism, always averse to subtle explanations, 
is reduced to simplicity of the symbols. Certainly one eschatology may be more 
complete than another, but none could be absolutely adequate by reason of 
the very limitation of human and earthly imagination. 

2 There is assymmetry as between celestial and infernal states because the 
former are eminently nearer to pure Being than the latter; their 'eternity' is 
thus on any reckoning different from that of the hells. 

3 El-Ghazzali relates in his Durt·at el-fakhi1'ah that one man, when plunged 
into the fire, cried out more loudly than all the others: 'And he was taken out all 
burned. And God said to him: Why did you cry out more loudly than all the 
other people in the fire? He replied: Lord, Thou hast judged me, but I have not 
lost faith in Thy mercy .... And God said: Who despairs of the mercy of his 
Lord if not those who have gone astray? (Quran, XV, 56) Go in peace, I have 
pardoned you.' From a Catholic point of view this would refer to 'purgatory'. 
Buddhism knows of Bodhisattvas, such as Kshitigarbha, who give relief to the 
damned with celestial dew or bring them other alleviations, and this is an 
indication that there are angelic functions of mercy which reach even to hell. 
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indeed sufferings, but shadows bearing an inverse testimony to 
the same principle of compensation and signifying that Paradise 
is not God, as also that all existences are conjoined. Now this 
principle of compensation is esoteric-to make a dogma of it 
would be wholly contrary to the spirit of 'either ... or' so 
characteristic of Western exotericism-and indeed we find 
Sufic writings giving expression to views remarkable for their 
shades of meaning: Jill, Ibn Arabi and others admit an aspect 
of enjoyment in the infernal state for, if on the one hand the 
man who has been reproved suffers from being cut off from the 
Sovereign Good and, as Avicenna emphasises, from deprivation 
of his earthly body although the passions subsist, on the other 
hand he remembers God, according to JaHil ed-Din Riimi, and 
'nothing is sweeter than the remembrance of Allah'. Indeed · 
hell the wicked and the proud know that God is real wher In 

. . ' eas on earth they either took no account of this or were always bl 
to bring themselves to doubt it; thus something is change~ . e 
them by the mere fact of their death and this something is .1n 
describable from the point of view of earthly life. 'The d In. 
alone know the worth of life', say the Moslems. Here it is ead 
haps as well to recall also that those in hell would be ipso ;er. 
delivered if they had the supreme knowledge-of which t actc 
certainly possess the potentiality-so that even in hell they 1 he:v 
the key to their liberation; but what must above all be p . lOld 
out is that the second death referred to in the Apocaly;Inted 
also the reservation expressed in the Quran where c::t ~~ 
s~yings abou~ hell are followed by the phrase 'unless thy L ai~ 
Wills othermse' (illa ma sha'a Llah),1 indicate the po· torG 

In Oj 

1 {Surats VI, 129 and XI, 107). The same reservation concern p , 
" ... they will abide there ... so long as the heavens and the s h aradise 
unless thy Lord willeth otherwise; a gift never failing' {XI 10~artT ~ndurE 
proposition relates most directly to the participation by 'tho~e b ). his ~as1 
(muqarrabun) in the Divine Eternity by virtue of the supreme un~ou~~t nigh.• 
case {that of the krama-mukti of Vedantic doctrine) Paradise 0 Ion, 1n t~eh 
Divinity at the end of the cycle {'so long as the heavens and the t~~ out Into 
as is also the case of the Paradises of Vishnu and of Amida. As fo a th endure'), 
ti~n mentioned above, it indicates the possibility of later, though ralw: r:serva. 
ficml changes for those who, to use a Sufi expression 'prefer the d Y bene. 
G d ' th th · · · ' gar entoth ar ener - ose, at IS, whose state IS the fruit of action and not of kno e 
or pure love. Here may also be mentioned the possibility of the B db' wledge 

h hil . . . dl . . o Isattva 
w ~· w , e ~:ai,mng ~n7ar y m Paradise, enter a particular world which is b; 
~.na ogyhie: thy k an a so, ~t a much lower level, those non-human benedic­
Ions w c , an s to a particular karma, a being may use up passive! l'k 

plant absorbing food. But none of this enters into the perspective of w~a~ :r: 
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intersection between the Semitic conception of perpetual hell 
and the Hindu and Buddhist conception of transmigration. In 
other words the hells are in the final count passages to individual 
non-human cycles and thus to other worlds.1 The human state, 
or any other analogous 'central' state, is, as it were, surrounded 
by a ring of fire: in it there is only one choice, either to escape 
from 'the current of forms' upwards, towards God, or else to 
leave humanity downwards through the fire, the fire which is 
like the sanction of the betrayal on the part of those who have 
not realized the divine meaning of the human condition. If 
'the human state is hard to obtain', as is held by Asiatic be­
lievers in transmigration, it is for the same reason of its cen­
trality and theomorphic majesty equally hard to leave. Men go 
to the fire as being gods and they come out of the fire as being 
but creatures: God alone could go to hell eternally-if He could 
sin. Again: the human state is very near to the divine Sun, if 
we can at all speak of proximity in such a connection; the fire 
is the ultimate price-in reverse-of that privileged situation, 
how privileged can be gauged by the intensity and inextin­
guishability of the fire. From the gravity of hell we must infer 
the grandeur of man; we must not inversely infer from the 
seeming innocence of man the supposed injustice of hell. 

What can to a certain extent excuse the common use of the 
word 'eternity' to designate a condition which is in Scriptural 
terms only a perpetuityz-the latter being only a 'reflection' of 
eternity-is the fact that analogically speaking eternity is a 

called the monotheisms, a perspective which, moreover, does not ~elude either 
the rhythm of the cosmic cycles or, a fortiori, the rhythm of the uruversal cycles 
(the 'lives of Brahmii'), although certain ahadftll and passages in the Bible 
(including, no doubt, the 'reign of a thousand years') refer to these ideas more 
or less overtly. 

1 According to the Miinava-Dharma-Shiistra, the Miirkendeya Puriina and 
other texts the transmigration of the 'damned' on their leaving hell begins by 
incarnations as lower animals. After all, the divine infinity requires that trans­
migration should take place in a 'spiroidal' mode: a being can never return ~o 
the same earth whatever the content of his new 'earthly' existence-an exis­
tence, that is to say, compounded of pleasure and suffering. 

2 'The Greek word alwvws really means "perpetual" and not "eternal". for 
it is derived from alwv (the same word as the Latin aevum), which designates ~n 
indefinite cycle, and this is, moreover, also the primitive meaning of the Latin 
word saeculum, "age", by which it is sometimes translated' (R. Guenon: 
Man and His Becoming According to the Vedanta). In the same way, the 'beyo~d' 
of the Quran has the quality of an unlimited duration, or of im~ortahty 
(khuld), or of a very long time (abad, abadan) and not that of eternity (azal). 
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closed circle, for here there is neither beginning nor end, whereas 
perpetuity is a circle with a spiral character and so open by very 
reason of its contingency. On the other hand what clearly shows 
the inadequacy of current belief in a survival that is both 
individual and eternal-this survival is inevitably individual in 
hell but not at the transpersonal peak of Felicity1-is the contra­
dictory postulate it involves of an eternity with a beginning in 
time or of an act-and therefore a contingency-with an 
absolute consequence. 

This whole problem of survival is dominated by two prin­
ciples of truth: first, that God alone is absolute and that the 
relativity of cosmic states must consequently be manifest d 
not only 'in space' but also 'in time', to use an analogy that e. 
Perhaps permissible; secondly, that God never promises,.... 15 

.. ,ore 
than He performs or never performs less than He promis 

1 . . es-
though He may a ways exceed His promises-and so th 
eschatological mysteries cannot give the lie to what the S . e 
tures say, though they can reveal things on which the Scriptcnp­
are silent in certain cases; 'and God is more wise' (wa 'L~:ej 
a'lam). From the I;>oint of view of transmigration the Whht 
emphasis is on. t~e Idea that all tha~ i~ n?t t~e ~elf or the V~·le 
is relative and It IS added that what IS limited m Its fundalll. td 
nature must also be so in its destiny in some way or othe:~tal 

-~- II . h' Ih h .. ' SO 1 As El-Ghazza 1 reca s. m. IS ya 'Ulum ed-D'En t e v1s.10n of God 
'those who are brought mgh (muqqaraban) forget the houns and end ~akc; 
supreme union. Such too is the case of those who, having entered .s 1n the 
'paradise of Amitabha' ~ there achieve the realization of Nirvana, o ~nto the 
words are reintegrated mto the Principle at the great dissolution Ill:~~ Other 
end of the whole human cycle. '. · ·On obtaining Deliverance the be; 1~g thl 
"absorbed", though such may seem to be the case from the point ~ng.1s not 
manifestation, for w~ch the "transformation" appears to be a "des~ V!~w of 
if one places oneself m the absolute reality, which alone remains f~Ucbon"; 
being, it is on the c~ntrary expanded beyond all limits, if one can us: such 3 

figure of speech (~htc~ exactly translates the symbolism of stealll fro such' 
spreading indefimt~l:f .~~ t~e atmosphere), since it has effectively rea)~ Water 
fullness of its p~sstbthhes. (R. Guenon: op. cit. Chap. XX, end.) 'l'hi!e~ the 
state of abiding m .Brahm<l: ... .' He that has come to abide therein even IS the 
end of life can attam ~o.ext~nct~on in Brahma (bra/tma?zirvii1za).' (Bhagav at :~a 
II, 72)-If N~n;ana l,s e~tm~tt~n· only in relation to the existential'illad~t~, 
th o ''llusion' IS Itself extmcbon or 'void'. I t' to Nirvana; as{ .uslon. 1s 1 , 'f . d d m rea 10n orh1m ho 
enjoys this 'st~te -l 10 ee s~ch a term is still applicable-'":e lllust be w. 
mind the doctnne of the three Simultaneous and hierarchically Situated 'b a~ ~~ 
of the Buddhas: the earthly, the heavenly and the divine. Odles 

a None the less: '0, Part;ha, neither here nor hereafter is there destructi 
him; for none that doe~ nghteousness, my son, comes to evil estate: (B~~ f~: 
vadgita VI, 4o.) On t~~ S~~nkara comments: 'He whO has not succeedelin 
his yoga will not be su JeC e to an inferior birth.' 
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that it is absurd to talk of a state that is contingent in itself 
but delivered from every contingency in 'duration'. In other 
words, if the Hindu and Buddhist perspectives differ from that 
of monotheism, it is because, being centred on the pu~e .Abs~f 
lute1 and on Deliverance, they underline the relatiVIty 
conditioned states and do not stop at these; they therefore 
insist on transmigration as such, the relative being then synonyi 
mous with movement and instability. At any spiritually nonn~l 
period and in a setting that is traditionally homogeneous. 1 
these considerations on the different ways of looking at surVlva 
would be in practice superfluous or even harmful, and .eve~ 
thing is, moreover, implicitly contained in certain Scnptf.ve 
statements.2 But for the world in dissolution in whic? we h~re 
it has become indispensable to show the meeting poUl~ w nd 
the divergences between Se~itic an?- Western mo~o~hets~/are 
the great traditions that ongmated In India are mtrurnal uite 
res?lved. It is true that such confrontations are rarelY ~irJle 
satisfactory in so far as they concern cosmology and eve!Y. bUt 
precision is sought there is a risk of raising fresh probleiils,coll' 
these difficulties really only serve to show that we are here r be 
cemed with an infinitely complex domain which will neveellse 
adequately revealed to our earthly understanding. In a 5d0us 
the Absolute is less difficult to 'grasp' than the treiilell 
abysses of Its manifestation. jz;ed· 

There is another point which can hardly be over-eiilPh~ Jlee~ 
The monotheistic Scriptures, commonly so called, have n possV 
to speak explicitly of certain seemingly parado:xic~l rovi' 
biliti.es of survival giv.en the ~erspective to which .thel~ ~pti)'a 
dent1~l field of expansiOn restncts them; their qualitY 0 sacred 
-of provisional and opportune truth'--obliges these atorY 

k t . 'I peJ15 . )J. Boo s . o pass over m s1 ence, not only the co~ 5 w)J.l~ 
dimensiOns of the beyond, but also those prolongattOil was iP 
lie outside the 'sphere of interest' of the human being. It Id 0olY 
this sense that it was stated above that exoteric truth coU e 

l tJt 
lJSO y 

Th. · f h d iS ~ etlc t 
1 r~ rs not merely a pleon_asm, . or t e personal aspect of Go ootillgct O} 

in relat~on to man as such while bemg at the same time the first. c resf'e 
in relation to the Self and-<What amounts to the same tbing-111 ·ell 
'our' transontological intellect. . . . -Jail• "'~v-el 

2 In the case of Islam everything 1.s ~trictly contained in the Shalla s~rlle 1 ofe 
provides a key to prevent any relativity whatever being set on tiJe Jtlde to 
of reality as the Absolute. Other less fundamental formulas inc 
precise allusions. 

79 



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

be partial, 1 if we leave aside the polyvalence of its symbolistQ. 
The limiting definitions proper to exotericism are comparable t · 
descriptions of an object of which only the form and not tQ_I::: 
colours can be seen.2 'Ostracism' of Sacred Scriptures is ofte 1': 

a function of man's malice; the exotericism was efficacious -sl:J 

long as, despite everything, men still had a sufficient intuitia c 
of their own imperfection and of their ambiguous situation it 
face of the Infinite, but today everything is called in questia~ 
on the one hand by reason of the loss of this very intuition a11 . 
on the other because of the inevitable encounters between Vet c 
different religions, not to mention the scientific discoveti~ 
wrongly deemed capable of invalidating spiritual truths. · 

It should be clearly understood that Sacred Scriptures 'of tQ_ 
first rank' are never exoteric3 in themselves,' whate~e~. thei 
expressions or their silences; they always leave a poss1b1hty 
reconstituting the total truth (perhaps only fr?m s?me minll.~ 
element) which means that they always let It shme throug) 
them; they are never entirely compact crystallizations_ of partit~ 
perspectives. 6 This transcendence of the sacred Scnptures ii 

1 The atrocities traditionally committed in the name of religion are a Pro 
of this; in this respect only esotericism is beyond reproach. That there a~ 
necessary evils does not mean that they are blessings in the intrinsic sense ( 
the word. · 

2 There are ahadith which occupy as it were an intermediate position betwee 
the two perspectives in question-the literal and the universal. For exampi~ 
'He (Allah) will save men from hell when they are burned like charcoal.' 0 
again: 'By the God in whose hands is my soul, a time shall come when t~e gate 
of hell shall be closed and watercress (symbol of coolness) will grow on 1ts sou 
Or: 'And God will say: the Angels, the Prophets and the believers have a: 
interceded for sinners; now there remains none to intercede for the!ll save tb 
Most Merciful of the merciful (arham er-riihimfn, God). And He wil~ take ! 
handful of fire and withdraw a people who never did any good.'-To thiS ;ere; 
in terms of time the Sufis, as we have seen, add a mercy in the very ac ua It: 
of the state of those in hell. 1 t'o · 

a Thi . f . 1 Reve a I n s reservation means that it is a question here o umversa . jration' 
on which whole civilizations are founded and not of secondary 1~pishnavl 
destined for a particular school and having, for instance, a narrowly a 
tendency. d anthro• 

4 In their immediate sense they indubitably set out a 'dualisti~' an EcJtharl 
pomorphic perspective with a limited eschatology; but, as Meisterding to a 

· t d · ' Accor n n has pom e out, every true meaning is a 'literal meamng · f the '~<~ura 
hadith nabawwf (a saying of the Prophet himself) the verses 0 witllin t~e 
enclose, not merely an exoteric and an esoteric meaning, but alsoventY; tbeir 
latter many other possible meanings, at least seven and at most se , 

f · h b h • awaY • pro uswn as een compared to 'the waves of t e sea · t pass tbe 
~ 'Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall :;eral save 

says the Gospel; and the Quran says: 'All things are eph 
Countenance of A lliih.' 
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l~tion to their concessions to a particular mentality appears 
(e tlle Quran notably in the form of the esoteric story of the 
j.tl- eting between Moses and El-Khidr. In this story we find, not 
~~y the idea that the point of view of the Law is always only 
otl grnentary, though fully efficacious and sufficient for the 
~:(dividual as suc~-he being only a part and not a tot~ity­
,_tl- t also the doctrme found in the Bhagavadgita,1 according to 
lJ~ich neither good nor bad actions directly concern the Self; 
~~tis to say, only knowledge of the Self and, in terms of that 
t 0 wledge, detachment in relation to action have absolute 
~':we, although it is clear that salvation in the most elementary 
4 0 se can be obtained short of that value. Moses represents the 
se~-w, the particular and exclusive form, and El-Khidr universal 
~:rOth: "':hich cannot be grasped from the standpoint of t~e 
,1etter • like the wind of which thou 'canst not tell whence 1t 
cometh, and whither it goeth'. 

WJlat matters for God as regards men is, not so much to 

0 pplY scientific accounts of things that most men cannot 
s 0 derstand, as to unleash a 'shock' through some symbolical 
0

0 ocept; and that is precisely the role of the upaya. And in this 
c eose the part played by the violent alternative 'Heaven-hell' 
~JJ. the consciousness of the monotheist is very instructive: the 
~sh-ock' • with all it implies for man, reveals far more of ~h~ truth 
tlJ.<lll some. account that is 'more true' but less easily assllll~ated, 
JeSS effectr~e and so in practice 'more false: f~r a par:ticular 
0 oderstandmg. It is a matter of 'understanding , n.ot With t.he 
p:rain alone, but with our whole being and so also With our will; 
dogma is addressed to the personal 'substance rath~r ~han to 
th-ought alone, at any rate in cases where thought .Is hable to 
pe only~ superstructure; it speaks to thought only m so far as 
th-ought ls capable of communicating concretely With our whole 
peing, and in this respect men are not all the same. When God 
speaks to man He does not converse, He issues orders; .He only 
¢shes to instruct man in so far as He can change hi~: n?w 
ideas do not act in the same way on everyone, hence the divers.It~ 
of the ~acred doctrines. Those perspectives which are. a prwn 
dynamic-those of Semitic and Western monothel~m-:-en­
visage the posthumous states by a kind of compensatiOn, m a 
static aspect, and thus as deflnitive; on the other hand those 

1 The Bh d •t · not without reason 
. agavadgita is like the 'Bible' of gnosis; an 1 lS 

that Hmdus often consider it as an Upanishad. 
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rhich are a priori static, which means more contemplative anq 
ess anthropomorphic-those of India and the Far East-view 
th~s~ states under an aspect of cyclic movement and cosmic 
flUidity. Or again; if the Semitic Occident represents the 
post~mmous states as something definitive, it is implicitly cor. 
~tIn the sense that before us lie as it were two infinities, that a{ 
. d a~d that o~ the macrocosm or of the incommensurable and 
md.efi~Ite labynnth of the samsara. In the last analysis it is this 
which ~s the 'invincible' hell and God who in reality is the positive 
and bli.ssful Eternity; and if the perspective of Hinduism and of 
Buddhism insists on the transmigration of souls, that is, as has 
already been stated, because its profoundly contemplative char­
acter enables it not to limit itself to the human condition alone 
and ~ecause on this account it inevitably underlines the relativ~ 
and mco.nstant nature of all that is not the Absolute; for this 
perspective the samsara can only be an expression of relatiVity. 
Whatever these divergences the meeting point between the 
different perspectives becomes visible in such concepts as 'the 
resurrection of the body', which is precisely a 're-incarnation'. 

One other question which must also be answered here is the 
following, to which the Quran gives only an implicit answer: 
why is the universe made up on the one hand of worlds an~ o~ 
the other of beings which pass throu~h these worlds? This 1s 
like asking why there is a shuttle passmg through the w:arp, ?r 
why there is warp and weft, or again, why the same rel~twn~hip 

· · nbed In a of crossing is produced when a cross or a star IS msc. . 
system of concentric circles, when, that is, the pnnciple of 
weaving is applied in a concentric way. What we want to show 
is that, just as the relationship of centre to space can:not be 
conceived except in this form of the spider's web with 1t.s two 
modes of projection-one continuous and the other di~con­
tinuous-so the relationship of Principle to manifestatiOn; 

. . nl . bl asaco 
which makes up the Umverse-1s o y conc~1va e adation 
bination between worlds arranged accordmg to ~ them.l 
around the Divine Centre and beings who pass. thro~g between 
To speak of 'Existence' is to proclaim the r~latwnsh~Pdynamic; 
receptacle and content, or between the static and th 

rtxnents 
1. f smic coxnPa. nd of 

1 The symbolism of the spider's web-the symbo.lSID ~ co es of 'the :R0 u e tbe 
nd their contents-is also to be found in Buddh1st P1ctu~ the sura.ts a.r 

~xistence'. The Quran is itself a pict~re of the cosmos. 
J Ids and the verses (ayiit) are the bemgs. 
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jol.lrneY of souls through life, death and . tl>~;og other than the very life of the macroe<:-::::;~cbon is 
oo ..r11erience m this world we pass through d , ev_en In 

11
r e~l' d · ays and rught 

o ..,ers an wmters; essentially we are beings who s, 
5
oJ1lw d E · t . pass through 

tes · an XIS ence IS not to be conceived of othe · 0 
5
ta ' lit nv1se. ur 
pole rea Y converges towards that unique 'moment' h" h 

VI rnatters: our meeting with the Centre w Ic 
alolle · 

~-rrt-.at was said above about divine sanctions and th · vv ~· t . eir root 
. btJrnan na ure or Its state of disequilibrium is equall 
•0 pJical>le, fro~ the point of view of their deep causes to thy ~~._,;ties of ~s world and to death: both are alike ex'plaine~ 
b)' tbe necessity of~ return shock after a loss of equilibrium.! 
'fbe cal.lse of death IS the _disequilibrium: broug~t about by our 
fall and the loss of Paradise, and the tnals of hfe arise, conse­
ql.lentiall)', from the disequilibrium of our personal nature. In 
tbe cas~ of _th~ gravest sanctions beyond the tomb this dis-
quilibfiUm IS m our very essence and reaches the point of an 

~nversion of our theomorphism; man 'burns' because he does not 
~ant to be what he is-because he is free not to want to be it. 
nd 'everY house divided against itself shall fall'. From this it 

:
0
n

0
ws that ~very divine sanction is an inversion of an in­

version, and smce sin is an inversion in respect of the primordial 
equilibrium, we can speak ~f 'offence~' committed ~gainst God, 
although very clearly there IS no possible psychologtcal meaning 
in th~ phrase ~espite the inevitable .anthr~pomorphism of 
exotefiC conceptiOns. The Quran descnbes With the burning 
eloquence characterizing its last surats the final dissolution of 
the world; now all this can be transposed to the scale of the 
rnicrocosm, in which death appears as the end of a world and as 
a judgrnent, ~s an absorption that is to say of the ex~ernal by 
the internal m the direction of the Centre. When Hmdu cos­
rnologY teaches that the souls of the dead go first of all to the 
Moon, it suggests indirectly, and aside from other far more 
important, analogies, the experience of . incommensurable 
solitude- the terrors of death' -through which the soul passes 
'against the grain' on leaving the protec~ive matri.x wh~ch the 
earthly world had been for it; the matenal moon IS as It were 

1 According to the Quran all earthly ills 'come from yourselves' (min 
anfusikurn). which does not mean that 'everything' does not 'come from God' 

(kullurn min 'indi 'Llahi). 
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the symbol of an absolute uprooting, of dark and sepulchral 
solitude, of the chill of eternity;1 and it is this terrible po~ 
mortem isolation which marks the repercussion in relation not 
to some sin or other but to formal existence. At death a] 
assurance and all competence fall away like a garment and the 
being who remains is impotent and like a lost child; nothing is 
left but a substance we have ourselves woven which may 
either fall heavily or on the contrary let itself be drawn up bJ 
Heaven like a rising star. 2 

Our existence as such is like a still innocent prefiguration d 
all transgression-innocent yet the generator of misery; at leas 
it is so inasmuch as it is a demiurgic 'coming out' from th 
Principle, though not when regarded as a positive 'manifest ~ 
tion' of the Principle. If the philosophia perennis can comb· a 
the truth of Mazdean-Gnostic dualism with that of Serni~~e 
monism, the exotericisms for their part are forced to ch IC 

between a conception metaphysically adequate but mo 0~~e 
contradictory and one that is morally satisfactory but ra Y 
physically fragmentary. In the first case God is the cause ~eta: 
but then whence does evil come? In the second case evil all. 
from man: but then what is God? comes 

One should never ask why misfortunes befall the 1· nnocent: 
1 In passing let it be said that it is this which raises doubts as t th 

logical possibility of a journey to the moon or elsewhere into 0 e psycho­
journey would be psychologically equivalent to death; when t~pace. Such a 
through such an experience there is little likelihood of the body no: f~~lul ~ass.e! 
Even if we admit unforeseeable mental factors making such OWing It 
possible-and setting aside here the possibility of Satanic aid-;n. adventurt 
likely that on his return to earth a man would recover his for I IS v_e~ un· 

d . I . . mer equihbriurr an his o d happmess. There is somethmg analogous in lunacy hi 1 . · 
breaking up or a decomposition, not of the immortal soul but of' 1':-'t c 1 1

1s ~ 
I . II b'l' • s PSYClO og1ca 1a 1 I~ents, the empirical ~go; luna.tics are livi~g-dead, most often l 

prey tn dark wflucnccs but occaswnally-m surroundmgs of great religiou: 
fervour-a vehicle on the contrary for some angelic influence, though in thi 
case it is strictly speaking not really lunacy, the natural fissure being com 
pensated, and in a way filled in, by heaven. In any case lunacy is characterized 
especially as regards those who fall into it, if not always as regards those al 
ready in that condition, by an anguish marking the slipping down into a1 

appalling sense of alienation, exactly as is the case at death or, by hypothesis 
during an interplanetary journey. In all these instances the normal limits 0 

human surroundings are outpassed, and in a general sense this is equally trw 
of modem science; it projects one into a void which leaves no choice but that o 
materialism or a metaphysical readaptation to which the very principles o 
that science are opposed. 

2 Red Indians put mocassins with embroidered soles on the feet of thei 
dead and this is eloquently symbolical. 
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in the sight of the Absolute all is disequilibrium, 'God alone is 
good', and this truth cannot fail to be manifested from time to 
time in a direct and violent manner. If the good suffer, that 
means that all men would merit as much; old age and death 
prove it, for they spare no man. The sharing out of earthly good 
and ill fortune is a question of cosmic economy, although the 
immanent justice must also sometimes reveal itself in the light 
of day by showing the link between causes and effects in human 
action. Man's sufferings testify to the mysteries of his distance 
and separation, and they cannot not be, the world not being 
God. 

But the levelling justice of death is infinitely more important 
for us than the diversity of earthly destinies. The experience of 
death resembles that of a man who has lived all his life in a 
dark room and suddenly finds himself transported to a mountain 
top; there his gaze would embrace all the wide landscape; the 
works of men would seem insignificant to him. It is thus that the 
soul torn from the earth and from the body perceives the 
inexhaustible diversity of things and the incommensurable 
abysses of the worlds which contain them; for the first time it 
sees itself in its universal context, in an inexorable concatena­
tion and in a network of multitudinous and unsuspected 
relationships, and takes account of the fact that life had been 
but an 'instant', but a 'play' .1 Projected into the absolute 
'nature of things' man is inescapably aware of what he is in 
reality; he knows himself ontologically and without deforming 
perspective in the light of the normative 'proportions' of the 
Universe. 

One of the proofs of our immortality is that the soul-which 
is essentially intelligence or consciousness-could not have an 
end that is beneath itself in other words matter or the mental 
reflections of matter; the 'higher cannot be merely a function ~f 
the lower, it cannot be only a means in relation to what It 
surpasses. So it is intelligence in itself-and with it our freedom, 
which proves the divine range of our nature and our destiny. 
If we say that it 'proves' this, it is said unconditionally and 
without any wish to add any rhetorical precaution for the 
benefit of those myopic persons who imagine that they hold a 

1 According to a haditll man sleeps and, when he dies, he awakes. But the 
gnostic ('arif) is always awake, as the Prophet has said: 'my eyes slept, but my 
heart did not sleep'. 
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the symbol of an absolute u r . 
solitude, of the chill of t ~ ootmg, of dark and sepulchral 

e enuty·I a d "t · . mortem isolation whi h k • n I Is th1s terrible post c mar s the repe · . 
to some sin or other but to for rc~sswn m relation not 
as:urance and all competence fall mal e~Istence. At death an 
bemg who remains is · a~ay like a gannent and the 
left but a subst Impotent and like a lost child; nothing is 
. h . ance we have ourselves woven which rna 

Heit er fa11!khea~1~ or on the contrary let itself be drawn up byy 
ea ven I e a nsmg star. 2 

11 ~ur existe~ce a~ such is like a still innocent prefiguration of 
; . rans?I"esswn-mn~ce?t yet the generator of misery; at least 
I ~s ~0 masmuch as It IS a demiurgic 'coming out' from the 
~n~ciple, tho~gh_ not when regarded as a positive 'manifesta· 
tion of the Pnnciple. If the phitosophia perennis can combine 
the _truth of Mazd:a~-Gnostic dualism with that of Semitic 
momsm, the exotenc1sms for their part are forced to choose 
betwee~ a conception metaphysically adequate but morally 
cont:adictory and one that IS morally satisfactory but meta· 
physically fragmentary. In the first case God is the cause of ail: 
but then whence does evil come? In the second case evil come£ 
from man: but then what is God? 

One should never ask why misfortunes befall the innocent: 

1 In passing let it be said that it is this which raises doubts as to the psycho 
logical possibility of a journey to the moon or elsewhere into space. Such 1 

journey would be psychologically equivalent to death; when the soul pas~e: 
through such an experience there is little likelihood of the body not following zt 
Even if we admit unforeseeable mental factors making such an adventurt 
possible-and setting aside here the possibility of Satanic aid-it is ':'~ry.u:· 
likely that on his return to earth a man would recover his former equzbbr~u , 
and his old happiness. There is something analogous in lunacy, :Which ~0' 
breaking up or a decomposition, not of the immortal soul, but of Its P~fen 1 

logical habiliments, the empirical ego; lunatics are living-dead, most ~·giou: 
prey to dark influences but occasionally-in surroundings of great :e.~ thi: 
fervour-a vehicle on the contrary for some angelic influence, thoug; ; cont 
case it is strictly speaking not really lunacy, the natural :fis~ure bez~erized 
pensated, and in a way filled in, by heaven. In any case lunacy IS ch;ra~ose al 
especially as regards those who fall into it, if not alway~ a~ regar ~ into ~ 
ready in that condition, by an anguish marking the sllppmg doh otheszs 
appalling sense of alienation, exactly as is the case at death or, by ftntits o 
during an interplanetary journey. In all these instances the _n~rm:uallY trU1 

human surroundings are outpassed, and in a general sense thzs 1.5 e but that 0 

of modern science; it projects one into a void which leaves no choz~rincipieS 0 

materialism or a metaphysical readaptation to which the very . 
tbCl that science are opposed. the feet of 

2 Red Indians put mocassins with embroidered soles on 
dead and this is eloquently symbolical. 
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in th; sight o_f the Absolute all is disequilibrium, 'God alone is 
good • and this truth cannot fail to be manifested from time to 
time in a direct and violent manner. If the good suffer, that 
means_ that all men would merit as much; old age and death 
prov~ It, for they spare no man. The sharing out of earthly good 
~nd Ill fortune is a question of cosmic economy, although the 
Immanent justice must also sometimes reveal itself in the light 
of ~ay by showing the link between causes and effects in human 
action. Man's sufferings testify to the mysteries of his distance 
and separation, and they cannot not be, the world not being 
God. 

But the levelling justice of death is infinitely more important 
for us than the diversity of earthly destinies. The experience of 
death resembles that of a man who has lived all his life in a 
dark room and suddenly finds himself transported to a mountain 
top; there his gaze would embrace all the wide landscape; the 
Works of men would seem insignificant to him. It is thus that the 
~oul tom from the earth and from the body perceives the 
Inexhaustible diversity of things and the incommensurable 
abys · •t ~es of the worlds which contain them; for the first time I 

s~es Itself in its universal context, in an inexorable concatena­
tion and in a network of multitudinous and unsuspected 
relationships, and takes account of the fact that life had been 
?ut an 'instant', but a 'play'.l Projected into the abs~lu~e 
r~at?re of things' man is inescapably aware of what he Is. m 

ahty; ~e knows himself ontologically and withou~ de~ormmg 
ber~pechve in the light of the normative 'proportiOns of the 

mverse. 
· One of the proofs of our immortality is that the soul-which 
Is essentially intelligence or consciousness--could not have an 
;nd that is beneath itself, in other words matter or the ~ental 
thefiections of matter· the higher cannot be merely a functiOn ~f 

e 1 ' · t what 1t ower, it cannot be only a means in relatiOn ° 
surpasses s ·t . . . . . If d WI"th it our freedom, . · o 1 Is mtelltgence m 1tse -an . 
Whtch p . . t and our destmy. 
1 roves the diVme range of our na ure . . d 
~- We say that it 'proves' this, it is said uncondtt~onall~ ~~e 
b Ithout any wish to add any rhetorical precautiOn foh ld 

enefit f · · that they o a 0 those myopic persons who tmagme 
l.Acco d" d" he awakes. But the 

gnostic ;_ r~g. to a hadith man sleeps and, when he. ~e.s, e es slept, but my 
hea _( arij) rs always awake, as the Prophet has sard. my Y 

rt drd not sleep'. 
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UNDERSTAND IN 
monopoly of the 're ' G ISLAM 
understand it al and the 'caner , 
the essence or not the Absolute e~e ·, Whether people 
'The One' . of our intelligence· onl alone Is proportionate' to 
that it is J~s P.erfectly intelligibl~ in th the. Absolute (El-Ahad, 
and its end y m !t that the intelli en e stnc~ sense, so much so 
it is itself i. The Intellect, in its es~ ce sees It: sufficient reason 
ceives or kncreatus et increabile· ~nee, conceives God because 
meanin nows the meanin ' an t~us and a fortiori it con· 

jJJte][7.,g of /the World and tf of con~mgencies; it knows the 
'lstnce rememb , . e meamng of man. In fact the 

Revtlation. Revelaf er~ Wlth the direct or indirect aid of 
Intellect and to on wn 18 the objectivation of the transcendent 

knowledge-or ele e degree or another 'awakens' the latent 
T'hus .r "th (" m~nts of knowledge-we bear in ourselves. 
. . . lai m the Wlde . ' b. . , sense, t.man) has two poles, one o 1ec· 

tivc and {external' and the other 'subjective' and 'internal': 
grace and intellection. And nothing is more vain than to raise 
in the name of the former a barrier of principle against t~: 
latter; the most profound 'proof' of Revelation-whatever 1. 
name-is Its eternal prototype which we bear in ourselves 111 

our own essence. 1 If e 
Like every Revelation the Quran is a :flashing and crysta 111

11 . . . 1' to ma ' expressiOn of that which IS 'supernaturally nat~ra f ur 
consciousness, that is, of our situation in the Umvers~, 0 0

00 
ontological and eschatological connections. It is for thiS re~s g' 
that the Book of Allah is a 'discernment' (jurqan), a 'warnl~e. 
(dhikra) and a 'light' (nur) in the darkness of our earthly eX1 

. . ' for tbfl 
1 This does not in any way profit rationalism or 'free-tbi~kmf; do witll 

domain in which these operate is only a surface that bas notbmg 
the transpersonal essence of the intelligence. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PROPHET 

~0 Europeans, and no doubt to most non-Moslems, Christ and 
t e. ~uddha represent perfections that are immediately in­
t~lh.gible and convincing; we find this conviction reflected in the 
R_nity put forward by Vivekananda-Jesus, the Buddha and 
bamakrishna-a trinity that is for several reasons inaccept­a le 1 B 

· Y contrast the Prophet of Islam seems complex and 
U~e~en and hardly compels recognition as a symbol except 
~thm his own traditional universe. The reason is that, un1i~e 

e Buddha and Christ his spiritual reality is wrapped m cert · ' . · 
am human and earthly veils and this because of his function 

~: a !~gislator 'for this world'. He is thus akin to the other great 
S mihc Revealers, Abraham and Moses, and also to David and 
. olamon. From the Hindu point of view one could add that he 
Is close to Ram a and Krishna whose supreme sanctity and saving 
po~~r did not prevent the occurrence of all sorts of family and 
~~~~Ica~ vicissitudes. This allows us to bring out a fundamental 

nction; there are not only those Revealers who represent 
e:x~Iusively 'the other world' there are also those whose 
attitude is at the same time divhtely contemplative and humanly 
combative and constructive. 

1 It· · · d t" e 
to Put ~~Inacceptable, first, because it is impossible in ~ truly :f!m u pe;{i:~~:. 
sec0 dl e Buddha and Christ in a trinity to the exclusiOn of Rama_and rH. d' 
'"or]~ Y because Christ is foreign to India; thirdly, because, If ~:-- t 1.n t u 
consicts ar~ taken into account, there is no reason for takin_g on_Iy . f IS rt~ 0 

beca eratiOn still, of course from the point of view of Hmdm_sm, ou d thy, 
Use ther · ' · R maknshna an e ocea e IS no common measure between the nver a 1. d at 

a p n_s that Were Jesus and the Buddha· fifthly, because Ramakri~hna 11ve 
enod i th ' I contam a p enary incar n e cycle which could in any case no onger . the 

B:inctnation of the amplitude of the great Revealers; sixthly, b_ecause,t~n of 
u syste th 1 d 'solar' mcarna wn bivinit m ere is no room for another p enary an . u-the Buddha 

and thY between the_ ninth and the tenth Avatar~s of Vt:hn teaching of 
l!:t-Tah: f_?t~re Kalk~-Avatiira. 'A single Prophet, such /~Iih:he friends of 
Coct' ( WI, IS more excellent than the whole number 0 

' the saints). 



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

When one has acquired a real familiarity with the life 
of Muhammad according to the traditional sources1 three 
elements stand out which could be provisionally designated 
by the following terms: piety, combativeness and mag­
nanimity. By 'piety' is to be understood whole-hearted attach­
ment to God, the sense of the beyond and absolute sincerity, 
and thus a characteristic found quite generally in saints 
and a fortiori in messengers of Heaven; it is mentioned 
because in the life of the Prophet it shows in particularly 
high relief, prefiguring in a sense the spiritual climate of 
Islam.2 

Furthermore there were in his life wars and, detaching itself 
from this basis of violence, there was a superhuman grandeur of 
soul; there were also marriages and through them a deliberate 
entry into the earthly and social sphere-we do not say: into the 
worldly and profane sphere-and ipso facto an integration of 
collective human life into the spiritual realm in view of the 
Prophet's 'avataric' nature. On the plane of 'piety' attention 
must be drawn to the love of poverty, the fasting and the vigils; 
some people will no doubt object that marriage, and especially 
polygamy~ are .opposed to asceticism, but that is to forget, first, 
that married hfe does not remove the rigour of poverty, vigils 
and fasts, nor render them easy and agreeable, 3 and secondly, 
that in the case of the Prophet marriage had a spiritualized 
or 'tantric' character, as indeed has everything in the life of 
such a being because of the metaphysical transparency pheno-

1 'Traditional sources' because the profane biographers of the Prophet, 
whether Moslem or Christian, always seek to 'excuse' him, the former in a lay 
and anti-Christian sense and the latter, even in favourable cases, with a sort of 
psychological condesc~nsion. 

2 In the case of Chr1st and the Buddha one could not talk of manifestations 
of piety, that is to say of 'fear' and 'love'; the human is as it were extinguished 
in the divine message in conformity with the anthropotheism of the Christian 
and Buddhist perspectives. 

a As regards Islam in general people too easily lose sight of the fact that the 
prohibition of fermented drinks unquestionably invo~ved a sacrifice for the 
ancient Arabs and for the other peoples to be brought mto Islam, all of whom 
knew wine. Nor is Ramad~n a recreation, and the same is true of the regular, 
and often nocturnal, practice of prayer; most certainly Islam did not impose 
itself because it was easy. On his first visits to Arab towns the author was 
impressed by the austere and even sepulchral atmosphere: a kind of whiteness 
as of the desert was spread like a shroud over houses and people; everywhere 
there was a breath of prayer and of death. In this we see beyond question a 
trace of the soul of the Prophet. 
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THE PROPHET 

mena then assume;1 Looked at from outside, most of the 
Prophet's marriages had, moreover, a 'political' aspect­
politics having here a sacred significance connected with the 
establishing on earth of a reflection of the 'City of God'-and, 
finally, Muhammad gave enough examples of long abstinences, 
particularly in his youth when passion is considered to be most 
strong, to be exempt from superficial judgments on this account. 
Another reproach often levelled at him is that of cruelty; but it 
is rather implacability that should be spoken of here, and it was 
directed, not r.t enemies as such, but only at traitors, whatever 
their origin; if there was hardness here, it was that of God 
himself through participation in the Divine Justice which re­
jects and consumes. To accuse Muhammad of having a vindic­
tive nature would involve, not only a serious misjudgment of his 
spiritual state and a distortion of the facts, but also by the same 
token a condemnation of most of the Jewish Prophets and of the 
Bible itself;2 in the decisive phase of his earthly mission, at the 
time of the taking of Mecca, the Messenger of Allah even showed 
a superhuman gentleness in face of a unanimous feeling to the 
contrary in his victorious army.s 

At the beginning of the Prophet's career there were painful 
obscurities and uncertainties, and these show that the mission 
imposed on him arose, not from the human genius of Muhammad 
-a genius which he himself never suspected-but essentially 
from the divine choice; in an analogous way the seeming 
imperfections of the great Messengers have always had a 
positive meaning.' The complete absence in Muhammad of any 
kind of ambition leads us moreover to make here a brief 
digression; it is always astonishing to find that certain people, 
strong in their purity of intention, in their talents and in their 

1 The sun?Za transmits this saying of the Prophet: 'I have never seen any­
thing without seeing God in it', or, 'without seeing God nearer to me than it'.­
On the subject of sex see • La Sagesse des PYopl!etes' by Ibn Arabi, and especially 
the chapters on Muhammad and Solomon, in the annotated translation by 
Titus Burckhardt. 

3 All these considerations are adduced not to 'excuse imperfections' but 
simply to explain facts. The Christian Church was also implacable-in the 
name of Christ-at the period when it was still all-powerful. 

3 Among numerous manifestations of gentleness let just one Hadftll be 
quoted: 'God has created nothing He loves better than the emancipation of 
slaves, and nothing He hates more than divorce.' 

' For instance, in the case of Moses, his difficulty in speaking indicated the 
divine prohibition to divulge the mysteries. 
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UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

combative power, imagine that God ought to make use of them, 
and wait impatiently, even with disappointment and bewilder­
ment for a call from Heaven to present itself or for some 
mira~le; what they forget-and such forgetfulness is strange 
in defenders of spirituality-is that God has no need of any man 
and can well dispense with their natural endowments or their 
passions. Heaven only makes use of talents provided they have 
first been broken for God or else when a man has never been 
aware of them; a direct instrument of God is always raised from 
the ashes.1 

Reference was made above to the 'avataric' nature of Muham­
mad, to which it might be objected that for Islam or, what 
comes to the same thing, by his own conviction Muhammad 
was not and could not be an Avatara; but this is not really the 
question because it is perfectly obvious that Islam is not 
Hinduism and notably excludes any idea of incarnation (hulul); 
quite simply, and using Hindu terminology, which is the most 
direct or the least inadequate, we would reply that a certain 
Divine Aspect took on under particular cyclic circumstances a 
particular earthly form, something in full conformity with what 
the Envoy of Allah testified as to his own nature, for he said 
'He who has seen me has seen God' (El Haqq, 'The Truth')· 
'I am He and He is I, save that I am he who I am and He is H~ 
who He is'; 'I was a Prophet when Adam was still between 
water and clay' (before the creation); 'I have been charged to 
fulfil my mission since the best of the ages of Adam (the origin of 
the world), from age to age down to the age in which I now am•.s 

1 A 'direct _in~trument' is a man conscious of the part he has to play frotJI 
the moment It IS allotted to him; on the other hand anyone or anything caJl 
be an 'indirect instrument'. 

z There is an Arabic saying that 'Muhammad is a mortal, but not as other 
mortals; (~~ comparison with them) he is like a jewel among pebbles'. Most 
profane cntlcs have wrongly interpreted the reply: 'What am I, if not a mortal 
man and an _Envoy?' (Quran, XVII, 93) given by the Prophet to unbelievers 
who asked h~m for ab~urd and out-of-place wonders as a denial of the gift of 
miracles, which Islam m fact attributes to all the prophets. Christ also refused 
to perform miracle_s when the tempter urged him to do so, setting aside here 
the intrinsic meamng of his answers. Muhammad's saying briefly means-in 
conformity wi~h the perspective characterizing Islam, which emphasizes that 
every derogation of natural laws comes about 'with God's permission' (bi-idhni­
' Lliih)-'What, if not a man like yourselves, am I apart from the Grace of God?' 
It should be added that the sunna bears witness to a number of miracles in the 
case of Muhammad which, as arguments to weaken (mu'jizat) unbelief, are 
differentiated from the prodigies of the saints, which are called divine 'favours' 
(karamat). 
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THE PROPHET 

In any case, if the attribution of divinity to an historical 
personage is repugnant to Islam, that is because its perspective 
is centred on the Absolute as such, as is shown for instance in 
the conception of the final levelling before the Judgment: God 
alone in this conception remains 'living' and all else is levelled 
in universal death including the supreme Angels, and so also 
even the 'Spirit' (Er-Ruh), the divine manifestation at the 
luminous centre of the cosmos. 

It is natural that the upholders of Islamic exotericism (Juqahii 
or 'ulamii ezh-zhiihir 'wise men of the outer order') should have 
an interest in denying the authenticity of those aluidith which 
refer to the avataric nature of the Prophet, but the very concept 
of the 'Spirit of Muhammad' (R-ilh muhammadiyah)-which is 
the Logos-proves the correctness of these ahiidith, whatever 
their historic value, even if it were admitted that this latter 
might be doubted. Each traditional form identifies its founder 
with the divine Logos and looks on the other mouth-pieces of 
Heaven, in so far as it takes them into consideration, as pro­
jections of this founder and as secondary manifestations of the 
one Logos; in the case of Buddhists, Christ and the Prophet can 
only be envisaged as Buddhas. When Christ says that 'no man 
cometh unto the Father but by me', it is the Logos as such who 
speaks although for the Christian world Jesus is truly identified 
with this one and universal Word. 

The Prophet is the human norm in respect both of his indi­
vidual and of his collective functions, or again in respect of his 
spiritual and earthly functions. 

Essentially he is equilibrium and extinction: equilibrium from 
the human point of view and extinction in relation to God. 

The Prophet is Islam; if Islam offers as a manifestation of 
truth, of beauty and of power-and it is indeed these three 
elements which inspire it and which, on various planes, it tends 
by its very nature to actualize-the Prophet for his part in­
carnates serenity, generosity and strength. These virtues could 
also be enumerated in the inverse order according to the 
ascending hierarchy of their values and by reference to the levels 
of spiritual realization. Strength is the affirmation-which may 
at need be combative-of Divine Truth both in the soul and in 
the world, and here lies the distinction drawn in Islam between 
the two kinds of holy warfare, the greater (akbar) and the lesser 
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(a~ghar), or the inner and the outer. <:e~erosity compensates fo~ 
the aggressive aspect of str~ngth; It Is charity and pardo?. 
These two complementary VIrtues of strength and generosity 
culminate, or are in a sense extinguished, in a third virtue, 
serenity, which is detachment from the world and from the ego,. 
extinction in face of God, knowledge of the divine and union' 
with it . 

. ~here is a certain, ~o ~oubt pa~ad~xical, relationship between 
VIrile strength and v1rgmal punty In the sense that both an~ 
concer~ed with the i~violability of the sacred, 2 strength in ~ 
dyna~lC and com?ahve manner a~d purity in a static and 
defensive manner; It could also be said that strength a 'warrior' 
quality, includes a mode or complement that is stati ' or passive ! 

and this is sobriety, love of poverty and of f t~ d · ', 
"b"l" 11 f h" h ' as mg an mi corrupt! I Ity, a o w IC are pacific' or • · , . . . non-aggressive· 

qua~Itles. I~ the s~me ~;ft gen~?~t~, which 'gives', has its 
shtat:c c?mp eme1~t mfno II y,_twN Ic b"Is'; or rather nobility i~ 
t e mtnnsic rea Ity o generosi y. o Ility is a sort of t ' 
1 . . . . 1 f b . con em. 

p ative generosity; It IS o~e ? h eauty In its widest sense: for 
the Prop~et and for Islam It Is ere that aestheticism and love 
of cleanlmess enter, 3 for the latter removes from th" d 

. h k . mgs, an especially from the body, t e mar of b_emg earthly and fallen 
and so brings them back, both .s~mbohcally and in a certain 
manner even in virtuality, to their Immutable and incorruptible 
prototypes, or to their essences. As for sere.nity, that also has a 
necessary complement in truthf~ln~ss Whlch is as it were its 
active or discriminative aspect; It IS the love of truth and of 
intelligence, so characteristic of Is.l~m, and therefore it is also 
impartiality and justice. Now nobihty compensates the aspect 
of narrowness in sobriety and these two .complementary virtues 
find their culmination in truthfulness In the sense that theY 

I EI-Ghazzali says that the ~rinciple (a~l) ?f. all good actions (mahiisin) is 
generosity (karam). El Karim (The Generous) 1s a Name of God. 

2 This is what is expressed by the 'illiteracy' of the Prophet (el-ummi, 'the 
unlettered'); Divine 'Science' can only be implanted in virgin soil. The puritY 
of the Blessed Virgin is not unconnected with the sword of the archangel 
guarding the entrance to Paradise. 

a The Prophet said that 'God detests dirtiness and uproar' and this is highlY 
characteristic of the aspect of purity and calm in contemplation, an aspect 
which finds its reflection in Islamic architecture, ranging geographicallY 
speaking, from the Alhambra to the Taj Mahal. In the courtyards of mosq?es 
and palaces their calm and balance is echoed in the murmuring of the fountams. 
the undulatory monotony of which repeats that of the arabesques. For Islarn 
architecture is, apart from calligraphy, the supreme sacred art. 
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subordinate themselves to it and, if need be, efface themselves 
or seem to do so, in its presence.1 

The virtues of the Prophet form, so to speak, a triangle: 
serenity with truthfulness is the apex of the triangle and the 
two other pairs of virtues-generosity with nobility and strength 
With sobriety-form the base; the two angles of the base are in 
equilibrium and at the apex are reduced to unity. As was said 
above the soul of the Prophet is in its essence equilibrium and 
extinction. 2 · 

Imitation of the Prophet implies, first, strength as regards 
?neself, next, generosity as regards others and, thirdly, serenity 
In God and through God. It could also be said: serenity through 
piety, in the most profound sense of that term. 

Such imitation moreover implies: first, sobriety in relation 
to the world; secondly, nobility within ourselves in our being; 
thirdly, truthfulness through God and in Him. But we must not 
lose sight of the fact that the world is also within us, and that, 
conversely, we are not other than the creation which surrounds 
us and, finally, that God created 'by the Truth' (bil-Haqq); the 
World is, both in its perfections and in its equilibrium, an 
expression of the Divine Truth. 3 

The aspect of 'force' is at the same time and indeed above all 
the active and affirmative character of the spiritual means or 
~ethod; the aspect of 'generosity' is also the love of our 
Immortal soul; while the aspect of 'serenity', which is, first, 
seeing all things in God, is also seeing God in all things. One 
may be serene because one knows that 'God alone is', that the 
World and all its troubles are 'non-real', but equally one may be 
serene because-admitting the relative reality of the world-

1 The three virtues of strength, generosity and serenity, as well as the three 
other virtues, already find expression in the very sound of the words of the 
~econd testimony of faith (shahadah): Mulzammadun Rasulu 'Llah (Muhammad 
IS the Messenger of God). . 

2 It would be wrong to seek to enumerate the virtues of Christ in this ":'a! ~or 
they cannot be said to characterize him, given that Christ manifests divimty 
and not human perfection, at any rate not expressly and explicitly so as to 
include also the collective functions of earthly man. Christ is divinity, love and 
sacrifice; the Virgin is purity and mercy. Similarly the Buddha could_ b~ c_tarac­
terized in the following terms; renunciation, extinction and pity, for It IS mdeed 
those qualities or attitudes which in a special sense he incarnates. 

3 An expression, that is to say, of the pure Spirit or, in Hindu terms, of pure 
'Consciousness' (Chit) which objectifies itself in Maya through Being (Sat). 
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one -re:-.cliz.es t'n.at '<ill. 'iliillg-s a-re v;ill.eG.. b-y GclG: , fuat the 1)1.'-Thl':. 
"\~ill. acts in all thlngs, that all things symbolize God in one or 
another respect and that symbolism is for God what might be 
called a 'manner of being'. Nothing is outside God; God is not 
absent from anything. 

Imitation of the Prophet means actualizing a balance between 
our normal tendencies, or more exactly between our comple­
mentary virtues and, following from this and above all, it is 
extinction in the Divine Unity on the basis of this harmony. It 
is thus that the base of the triangle is in a certain sense absorbed 
into its apex, which appears as its synthesis and its origin or as 
its end and the reason for its existence. 

If we now return to the description given above but formulat~ 
it somewhat differently, we can say that Muhammad is th~: 
human form orientated towards the Divine Essence; this 'form• 
has two chief aspects, corresponding respectively to the base anc: 
to the apex of the triangle, and these are nobility and piety. No\~ 
nobility is compounded of strength and generosity, while pieh 
-at the level here in question-is compounded of wisdom and 
sanctity; it should be added that by 'piety' we must understand 
the state of 'spiritual servitude' ('ubudiyah) in the highest sense 
of the term, comprising perfect 'poverty' (faqr, whence the word 
jaqir) and 'extinction' (!ana.') before God, and this is not un~ 
related to the epithet 'unlettered' (ummi} which is applied to the 
Prophet. Piety is what links us to God; in Islam this something 
is, first of all an understanding, as deep as is possible of the 
evident Divine Unity-for one who is 'responsible' mu~t grasp 
this evidentness and there is here no sharp demarcation between 
'believing' and 'knowing' -and next it is a realization of the 
Unity that goes beyond our provisional and 'unilateral' under~ 
standing which is itself ignorance when regarded in the light of 
plenary knowledge: there is no saint (wali, 'representative', and 
so 'participant') who is not a 'knower through God' (' arif bil~ 
Llah}. This explains why in Islam piety, and a fortiori the 
sanctity which is its flowering, has an air of serenity;l it is a 
piety of which the essence is that it opens out into contemplation 
and gnosis. 

1 It is on this account that some have reproached this piety with being 
'fatalistic' or 'quietist'. The real tendencies in question in fact already shoW 
in the term 'islam', which means 'abandonment' (to God). 
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THE PROPHET 

Or again, the phenomenon of Muhammad could be described 
by saying that the soul of the Prophet is made up of nobility 
and serenity, the latter comprising sobriety and truthfulness 
and the former strength and generosity. The Prophet's·attitude 
to food and sleep is determined by sobriety and his attitude to 
woman by generosity; here the real object of generosity is the 
pole of 'substance' in humankind, this pole-woman-being 
envisaged in its aspect of being a mirror of the beatific in­
finitude of God. 

Love of the Prophet constitutes a fundamental element in 
Islamic spirituality, although this love must not be understood 
in the sense of a personalistic bhakti which would presuppose 
divinizing the Prophet in an exclusive way.1 It arises because 
Moslems see in the Prophet the prototype and model of the 
virtues which make the theomorphism of man and the beauty 
and equilibrium of the universe and are so many keys or ways 
towards the Unity which delivers, so that they love him and 
imitate him even in the very smallest details of daily life. The 
Prophet, like Islam as a whole, is as it were a heavenly mould 
ready to receive the influx of the intelligence and will of the 
believer and one wherein even effort becomes a kind of super­
natural repose. 

'Verily God and his angels bless the Prophet; Oh! Ye who 
believe bless him and give him salutation' (Quran, XXXIII, 56). 
This verse· forms the scriptural foundation of the 'Prayer on the 
Prophet'-or more precisely the 'Blessing of the Prophet'-a 
prayer which is in general use in Islam because both the Quran 
and the Sunna recommend it, though it takes on a special 
character in esotericism where it becomes a basic symbol. The 
esoteric meaning of this verse is as follows: God, the Heaven and 
the Earth-or, the Principle (which is unmanifest), supraformal 
manifestation (the angelic states) and formal manifestation 
(comprising both men and the jinns, in other words the two 

1 By 'exclusive' is meant seeing the Divine in practice only in a human form 
and not apart from it as is the case in the cult of Rama or of Krishna. In this 
connection let us recall the analogy between the Hindu A vataras and the 
Jewish Prophets: the latter remained within the Judaic framework as did the 
former within the Hindu framework save for one single great exception in each 
case: Buddha and Christ. David brought the Psalms and Solomon the Song of 
Songs, as Rama inspired the Riimiiyana and the Yoga-Vasishta (or Mahiirii­
miiyana) and Krishna the Mahiibhiirata, including the Bhagavatl Gftii, and also 
the Srfmatl Bhiigavatam. 
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categories of corruptible beings, 1 whence the need for an 
injunction)-confer (or transmit as the case may be) vital graces 
on universal Manifestation, or, in another respect, on the centre 
of that Manifestation, namely the cosmic intellect. 2 One who 
blesses the Prophet blesses by implication the world and th~ 
universal Spirit (Er-Ruh), 3 the Universe and the Intellect, both 
the Totality and the Centre, so that the blessing, multiplied 
tenfold, comes back from each of these manifestations of th~ 
Principle4 on him who has truly put his heart into this prayer, 

The terms of the 'Prayer on the Prophet' are generally as 
follows, though there are many variants and developments of it: 
'Oh, (my) God (Allahumma), bless our Lord Muhammad, Th); 
Servant ('Abd) and Thy Messenger (Rasu(), the unlettered 
Prophet (En-Nabi el-ummi), and his family and his companions, 
and salute them.' The words 'salute' (sallam), 'salutation' 
(taslim) or 'peace' (saltim) 5 signify a reverential homage on the 
part of the believer (the Quran says: 'And give him greeting' or 
'saluta~ion') an~ ~h?-s a per~o~al attitude, whereas the blessing 
brings m the DIVllllty, for It IS He who blesses; on the part of 

1 These are the two '_weights' or 'species ha:'ing weight' (eth-thalaqiin) of 
which the Quran speaks m the Surat of the Merciful, verse 3I. Men a t d 

. f tt d th . . f • re crea e of 'clay' (tin) that IS o rna er, an e J1nns o fire' or an immat · 1 . . 
' , , ' er1a , antmtc 

or, as the Hindus would say, subtle (sukshma) substance. As forth 1 
f ·r· ht' ( - ) f f e ange s, they are created o Ig nur , o a supra- ormal substance· tile d"ff . • I erences 

between angels are like those between colours, sounds or perfum t th e 
· h t th . es, no os between forms, wluc o em appear as petnfactions and fragment t" 

2 This prayer is thus at least partly equivalent to the Buddhist a 10dn. ··sh 
. f II' goo "I 'May all beings be bliss u 

a Also called the_ 'First Intellec~· ~El-'A~l el-awwal); it is either 'created' or 
'uncreated' accordmg to the way It IS envisaged. 

4 The Prophet said: 'He who blesses me OTlce shall be ten times blessed by 
God ... .' Another lzadith says: 'Truly the Archangel Gabriel came to me and 
said: "Oh Muhammad, none of thy community shall bless thee without my 
blessing him ten times and none of thy community shall greet thee without my 
greeting him ten times".' According to ~n?ther hadith from every pra~er of 
the Prophet God created an angel, and this Is full of meaning from the pomt of 
view of the economy of spiritual and cosmic energies. Regular readers of the 
author's works are already familiar with the following Vedantic classification, 
also found in the ·writings of Rene Guenon: gross or 'material' manifestation 
and subtle or 'animic' manifestation, these two together constituting mani­
festation with form; formless (supra-formal) or 'angelic' manifestation, which 
together with manifestation with form makes up manifestation as such; and 
finally, the unmanifest which is the Principle and comprises both Being and 
Non-Being (or Beyond-Being). The basis of these categories is the primary 
distinction between the Principle and manifestation. 

& In Arabic to salute or greet means 'to give peace'; the words: 'Peace be with 
you' (es-saliimu 'alaikum) are spoken. 
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God 'salutation' is a 'look' or' a 'word', that is to say an element 
of grace, which is not 'central' as in the case of the 'blessing' 
($alat: $alla 'ala, 'pray on') but 'peripheric' and so relating to the 
individual and to life, not to the intellect and to gnosis. That is 
why the Name of Muhammad is followed by both 'blessing' and 
'salutation' whereas the names of the other divine 'Messengers' 
and of the Angels are followed only by the 'salutation': from the 
point of view of Islam it is Muhammad who 'actually' and 
'definitively' incarnates the Revelation, and Revelation corres­
ponds to the 'blessing' not to the 'salutation': in the same more 
or less exoteric sense it could be said that the 'blessing' refers to 
the prophetic inspiration and to the 'relatively unique' and 
'central' character of the Avatara envisaged, while the 'saluta­
tion' refers to the human, cosmic and existential perfection 
common to all the Avataras or to the perfection of the Angels.1 

The 'blessing' is a transcendent, active and 'vertical' quality 
whereas the 'salutation' is an immanent, passive and 'hori­
zontal' quality: again, the 'salutation' concerns the 'exterior', 
the 'support', whereas the 'blessing' concerns the 'interior' or 
the 'content' whether in the case of divine acts or of human 
attitudes. Herein lies the whole difference between the 'super­
natural' and the 'natural': the 'blessing' signifies the divine 
presence inasmuch as it is a continual influx, which in the 
microcosm-in the Intellect-becomes intuition or inspiration 
and, in the case of the Prophet, Revelation; on the other hand 
the 'peace' or 'salutation' signifies the divine presence inasmuch 
as it is inherent in the cosmos, becoming, in the microcosm, 
intelligence, virtue and wisdom; it concerns the existential 
equilibrium, the cosmic economy. It is true that intellective 
inspiration-or innate knowledge-is equally 'supernatural', 
but it is so, as it were, in a 'natural' manner within the frame­
work and in accordance with the possibilities of 'Nature'. 

According to the Shaikh Ahmed El-Allawi the divine act 
(tajalti) expressed by the word $alli ('bless') is like lightning, 
instantaneous in mode, and includes the extinction in some 

1 The Spirit (Er-Ruh) is here an exception because of its central position 
among the Angels which confers on it the 'Prophetic' function in the highest 
sense; the Quran mentions it separately from the angels and it is also said that 
the Spirit was not required to prostrate before Adam as they were; in Moslem 
logic he would merit, like Muhammad, both the ~aliit and the saliim. The Arch­
angel Gabriel is a personification of a function of the Spirit, the celestial ray 
which strikes the Prophets on earth. 
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degree of the human receptacle submitted to it, whereas the 
divine act expressed by the word sallim ('salute') spreads the 
divine presence in the modalities of the very individuality; the 
Shaikh said this is why the faqir should always ask for salam 
('peace') which corresponds to the divine 'Salutation'1 in order 
that revelations or intuitions should not vanish like flickers oi 
lightning but become fixed in his soul. · 

In the verse of the Quran which instituted the blessing o! 
Muhammad it is said that 'God and His angels bless thl 
Prophet', but the 'salutation' is only mentioned at the end o/ 
the verse, where it is a question of the believers; the reason fol 
this is that the taslim (or salam) is here taken to be understoo~ 
which means that at root it is an element of the ~alat and :ii 
only dissociated from it a posteriori in relation to the conti : 
gencies of the world. rr 

The initiatic aim of the 'Prayer on the Prophet' is th 
aspiration of man towards his totality. Totality is that of whic~ 
we are a part; and we are a part, not of God who is witho t 
parts, but of Creation, which, taken as a whole, is the prototy ue 
and norm of our being, while its centre, Er-Ruh, is the root ~f 
our intelligence, this root is a vehicle for the 'Uncreated In­
tellect', increatus et increabile according to Meister Eckhart.s 
The totality is perfection while the part as such is imperfect for 
it manifests a rupture of the equilibrium of existence and s~ of 
the totality. In the sight of God we are 'nothing' or 'everything' 
according to the point of vie':"3 but :re are never 'a part'; we 
are, on the other hand, a part m relatiOn to the Universe, which 
is the archetype, the norm, equilibrium, perfection; it is 
'Universal Man' (El-Insan el-Kamil) 4 of which the human 
manifestation is the Prophet, the Logos, the Avatara. The 
Prophet-envisaged in the esoteric and universal meaning of 
the term-is thus the totality of which we are a fragment; but 

1 And this is precisely what he does through the 'Prayer on the Prophet'. 
2 According to the perspective of unity of essence this root is also identi­

fiable with the 'Uncreated Intellect'. 
a 'Nothing' from the ordinary 'separative' point of view, and 'everything' 

from the 'unitive' point of view, that of the 'oneness of the Real' (Wahdat 
El-Wujud). 

'Cf. De l'homme Universel by 'Abd El-Karim-Jili (translated and com­
mentated by Titus Burckhardt). 
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this totality is also manifested in us and that in a direct manner; 
it is the intellectual centre, 'the eye of the heart', the seat of the 
'Uncreated', the celestial or divine point in relation to which 
the ego is the microcosmic periphery;1 thus we are peripheric in 
relation to the Intellect (Er-Ruh) and a part in relation to 
Creation (El-Khalq). The Avatara represents both these poles 
at once; he is our totality and our centre, our existence and our 
knowledge; the 'prayer on the Prophet'-like every analogous 
formula-has consequently not only the sense of an aspiration 
towards our existential totality, but also by that very fact the 
sense of an 'actualization' of our intellectual centre, these two 
points of view being moreover inseparably linked together. Our 
movement towards the totality-a movement the most ele­
mentary expression of which is charity in the sense of the 
abolition of the illusory and passional division between 'I' and 
'other than I'-at the same time purifies the heart, or in other 
words frees the intellect from the obstructions standing in the 
way of unitary contemplation. 

In the blessing of Muhammad-the 'prayer on the Prophet'­
the epithets applied to the Prophet apply equally-or even 
more-to the Totality and the Centre of which Muhammad is 
the human expression, or rather 'an expression' if we take into 
account the whole of humanity in all places and at all periods. 
The name Muhammad itself means the 'Glorified' and indicates 
the perfection of Creation, affirmed also in Genesis in the words: 
'And God saw that it was good'; moreover the words 'our Lord' 
(Seyyiduna) used before the name Muhammad indicate the 
primordial and normative quality of the Cosmos in relation to 
ourselves. 

The epithet following the name of Muhammad in this prayer 
is 'Thy servant' (' abduka): the Macrocosm is the 'servant' of 
God because manifestation is subordinate to the Principle, or 
the effect to the Cause; Creation is 'Lord' in relation to man and 
'Servant' in relation to the Creator. Thus the Prophet is-like 
Creation-essentially an 'isthmus' (barzakh), a 'line of demarca-

1 In the same way the lotus on which the Buddha is enthroned is both the 
manifested Universe and the heart of man, each of these being envisaged as 
a support of Nirvana. In the same way too the Blessed Virgin is both pure 
universal Substance (Prakriti), the matrix of the manifested divine Spirit 
and of all creatures in respect of their theomorphism, and the primordial 
substance of man, his original purity, his heart inasmuch as it is the support 
of the Word which delivers. 
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tion' and at the same time a 'point of contact' between two 
degrees of reality. 

Next comes the epithet 'Thy Messenger (rasuluka): this 
attribute concerns the Universe inasmuch as it transmits the 
possibilities of Being to its own parts-to the microcosms­
through the medium of the phenomena or symbols of nature; 
these symbols are the 'signs' (tiyat) spoken of in the Quran,1 

the proofs of God which the Sacred Book recommends for 
meditation by those 'endowed with understanding'. 2 The 
possibilities thus manifested transcribe in the 'external' world 
the 'divine truths' (haqa'iq) just as intellectual intuitions and 
metaphysical concepts transcribe them in the human subject; 
the Intellect, like the Universe, is 'Messenger', 'Servant'1 
'Glorified' and 'our Lord'. 

The 'Prayer on the Prophet' sometimes includes the following 
two attributes: 'Thy Prophet' (Nabiyuka) and 'Thy Friend' 
(Habibuka); this second qualification expresses intimacy, the 
generous proximity-not the opposition-between manifesta.' 
tion and the Principle; as for the word 'Prophet' (N abi), thiS 
indicates a 'particular message', not the 'universal message' of 
the 'Messenger' (Rasul) :3 in the world it stands for the whole 
collection of cosmic determinations concerning man including 
natural laws; and within ourselves it is awareness of our lattel 
end together with all that implies for us. . 

As for the next epithet, 'the unlettered Prophet' (En-Nab: 
el-ummi), this expresses the 'virginity' of the receptacle, whetbel 
universal or human; in respect of inspiration it is determined b) 
nothing except by God; before the Divine Pen it is a blank page 
none but God fills the Creation, the Intellect, the Avatara. 

1 It has already been pointed out that the word 'sign', when it does 11~ 
relate to phenomena of this world, is applied to the verses of the Quran. a 
this clearly shows the analogy between Nature and Revelation. tb 

2 It is therefore quite possible for a tradition to be founded wholly on ere 
symbolism; this is especially true of Shinto and of the tradition of the sa 
pipe among the North American Indians. rfcull 

3 The Nabi is such not because he receives and transmits a pa ~e l 
message, one, that is, limited to particular circumstances, but b~C~~t p< 

possesses nubuwwah, the mandate of prophecy; every RastU is a ~ab\ird. !Jl 
every Nabi is a Rasul; it is somewhat like saying that every eagle lS a not jU 

not every bird an eagle. The meaning 'particular message' is called .for, ut !Jeil 
by the fact that the man is a Nabi, but by the fact that he is so wit:~ed', jU 

a Rasul. It is as a Nabi and not as a RasUl that Muhammad is_'unlet te tbe eaS 
as-to return to our comparison above-it is because it is a b1rd tha 
can fly, not because it is an eagle. 
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The 'blessing' and the 'salutation' are applied, not only to the 
Prophet, but also to 'his family and his companions' ('ala alihi 
wa-$ahbihi), that is, in the macrocosmic order, to Heaven and 
earth or to supra-formal and formal manifestation, and, in the 
microcosmic order, to soul and body, the Prophet being in the 
first case the Divine Spirit (Er-Ruh) and in the latter the 
Intellect (El-'Aql) or the 'Eye of the Heart' ('Ayn el-Qalb); 
!nt.ellect and Spirit coincide in their essence in that the former 
IS hke a ray of the latter. The Intellect is the 'Spirit' in man; 
the 'Divine Spirit' is nothing other than the universal Intellect. 

The epithets applied to the Prophet mark the spiritual virtues, 
~he chief of which are: 'poverty' (Jaqr, which is a quality of the 
abd)l next 'generosity' (karam, a quality of the Rasul) 2 and 

finally 'truthfulness' or 'sincerity' ($idq, ikhlri$, a quality of the 
J?Vabi el-ummi). 3 'Poverty' is spiritual concentration, or rather 
Its negative and static aspect, non-expansion, and consequently 
·~umility' in the sense of the 'cessation of the fire of the passions' 
~In t.~e words of Tirmidhi); as for 'generosity', it i~ ~kin .to 
, nobihty' (sharaj); it is the abolishing of egoism and this Implies 
~ove of one's neighbour' in the sense that the passional distinc~ 
~Ion between 'I' and 'other' is outstripped; finally 'truthfulness 
IS the contemplative quality of the intelligence and, on the plane 
of reason, is logic or impartiality, in a word 'love of truth'. , 

From the initiatic point of view the 'Prayer on the Prophet 
relates to the 'intermediate stage', to the 'expansion' which 
follo':s 'purification' and precedes 'union'; herein lies the deepest 
meamng of the hadith: 'No man will meet God who has not first 
met the Prophet.'4 

The 'Prayer on the Prophet' can be likened to a w~eel; t~e 
vow of blessing is its axle; the Prophet is its hub; his family 
make up the spokes; his Companions are the rim. 
~In the sense that the 'abd has nothing that belongs to him as his_ own. h 

i The Rasul is indeed a 'mercy' (rahmah): he is disinterestedness Itself, t e 
ncarnation of charit 

2 Truth£ 1 . . y. . . . f · •t · the sense that the . u ness IS mseparable from virg1mty o sprri m · 1 
spirit . . d f any pass10na . must be free from all artifice from all preJudice an rom 
Interference ' 

4 Th" · · . · G pels· 'No man lS ts also the initiatic meaning of the saymg m the os · f , t' 
co~eth unto the Father but by me.' None the less the difference 0 acc~nt 
Whtch d" · . ' st be taken m o Istlngmshes the Christian perspective from Sufism mu 
account. 
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In the widest interpretation of this prayer the blessing corres, 
ponds to God, the name of the Prophet to the universal spirit,l. 
the Family to the beings who participate in God-through th.~ 
Spirit-in a direct manner, and the Companions to those beings 
who participate in God indirectly but likewise thanks to th.~ 
Spirit. This extreme limit can be defined in various ways 
according to whether we envisage the Moslem world, or th.~ 
whole of humanity, or all creatures on earth, or even the whol~ 
Universe.2 

The individual will, which is both egocentric and disperseq_ 
must be converted to the universal Will which is 'concentri~: 
and transcends earthly humanity. 

As a spiritual principle the Prophet is not only the Totality 
of which we are separate parts or fragments, he is also th.e 
Origin in relation to which we are so many deviations ;a in 
other words the Prophet as Norm is not only the 'Whole Man' 
(al-Insiin-el-Kiimil) but also the 'Ancient Man' (el-Insiin el­
Qadim). Here there is a sort of combination of a spatial with a 
temporal symbolism; to realize the 'Whole' or 'Universal' Man 
means to come out from oneself, to project one's will into the 
absolutely 'Other', to extend oneself into the universal life 
which is that of all things; while to realize the 'Ancient' or 
'Primordial' Man means to return to the origin which we bear 
within us; it means to return to eternal childhood, to rest in our 
archetype, in our primordial and normative form, or in our 
theomorphic substance. According to the spatial symbolism the 
way towards realization of the 'Whole Man' is height, the 
ascending vertical which expands into the infinity of Heaven; 
according to the temporal symbolism the way towards. ~he 
'Ancient Man' is the past in a quasi-absolute sense, the diVIne 
and eternal origin.4 The 'Prayer on the Prophet' relates to the 

1 ne and in 
1 Er-Ruh, which includes the four archangels; on the earthly P a 

the Moslem cosmos it is the Prophet and the four first Caliphs. t tnat of 
2 T~e symbolism of the Prayer on the Pr_ophet closely correspon:sbl~sses the 

the Tibetan prayer-wheels: a prayer, inscnbed on a band of pape ' 
world by its rotation. ld see1ll to us 

3 It is in this sense that, according to St Bernard, o~r ego sbou rt one JDust 
'something to be despised' and that, according to Meister Eckha ' 0 

'hate one's soul'. . . 5 such and als 
' This throws a revealing light on the meaning of traditiOn a 

in a more particular sense on the cult of ancestors. 
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spatial symbolism in the epithet Rasut, 'Messenger'-though 
pere the dimension is designated in a descending direction­
~od to the temporal symbolism in the epithet Nabi el-ummi, 
'oolettered Prophet', which clearly is connected with the origin. 

The term 'the Ancient Man' thus more particularly refers to 
the Intellect, to perfection of 'consciousness', and the term 
•the Whole Man' to existence, to perfection of 'being'; but at 
the same time on the plane of the spatial symbolism itself the 
ceotre refers to the Intellect, whereas on the plane of the 
temporal symbolism duration refers to Existence, for it extends 
jodefinitely. We can establish a connection between the origin 
~od the centre on the one hand and between duration and the 
totality-or limitlessness-on the other· it could even be said 
that the origin, which in itself cannot' be grasped, is for us 
situated at the centre and that duration, which everywhere 
eiud~s us, coincides for us with totality. In the same way, 
startmg from the idea that the 'Whole Man' particularly con­
cerns the macrocosm and the 'Ancient Man' the microcosm, it 
coul~ ~e said that in its totality the world is Existence, where~s 
ill ongm the human microcosm is Intelligence, though only m 
~sense since we do not go beyond the realm of the created and 
of contingencies. 

On the plane of the 'Whole Man' two dimensions can be 
distinguished: 'Heaven' and 'Earth', or 'height' (tul) a~d 
'breadth' {' ardh): 'height' links the earth to Heaven,_ ar:d, m 
the case of the Prophet, this link is the aspect of Rasul ( Mes­
seoger' and so also 'Revealer') while the earth is the ~spect of 
•A.bd ('Servant'). These are the two dimensions of chanty: love 
of God and love of the neighbour in God. . . . 

On the plane of the 'Ancient Man' we shall not dtstmgmsh two 
dimensions for, in the origin, Heaven and Earth w~re one; as 
we have already seen, this plane is related to the unlettered 
prophet'. His virtue is humility or poverty: to be only.what 
God has made us, to add nothing; pure virtue is apophatlc. 

Let us sum up this doctrine as follows: the nature 0! ~h.~ 
prophet comprises the two perfections of totality1 and of on~. 
Muhammad incarnates the theomorphic and harmomous 

1 'God said: Oh Adami Cause them to know their names!' (Qu~an, 1 ;(0~;~ 
'And when We said to the angels: Prostrate yourselves before A am. ' 
11, 34). XCV ) 

a 'A · f • (Quran , 4 · ssuredly we have created man in the most fatr arm. ' 
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totality1 of which we are fragments and _also the ongm in 
relation to which we are states of decay, m each case when 
considered as individuals. For the Sufi, to follow the Prophet 
means extending the soul to the life of all beings, 'to serve God' 
('ibiidah) and to 'pray' (dhakara) with all and in all; 2 but it also i 

means reducing the soul to the 'divine remembering' (dhikru II 
'Lliih) of the one and primordial soul;3 in the final analysis and, 
through the various poles envisaged-the poles of totality and/ 
origin, of plenitude and simplicity-it means realizing both the' 
'Infinitely Other' and the 'Absolutely Oneself'. ! 

The Sufi, after the pattern of the Prophet, wants neither 'td 
be God' nor 'to be other than God': and this is not unconnected 
with all that has been said above, and with the distinction be~ 
tween 'extinction' (Janii) and 'permanence' (baqii). There is no 
extinction in God without Universal charity and there is no 
permanence in Him without that supreme poverty which is 
submission to the origin. As we have seen the Prophet repre­
sents both universality and primordiality, just as Islam in its 
deepest meaning is 'that which is everywhere' and 'that which 
has always been'. 

Taken as a whole these considerations enable us to understand 
how greatly the Islamic way of envisaging the Prophet differs 
from the Christian or Buddhist cults. The sublimation of the 
Prophet is effected, not by starting out from the idea of an 
earthly divinity, but by means of a kind of metaphysical 
mythology; Muhammad is either man among men-we do not 
say 'ordinary man'--or Platonic id~a, cosmic and spiritual 
symbol, unfathomable Logos; 4 never IS he God incarnate. 

1 These two qualities are essential. The creation is 'good' because it is made 
in the image of God and because it compensates disequilibria-which are 
ontologically necessary else they would not exist-by the total equilibrium, 
which indirectly 'transmutes' them into factors of perfection. 

2 'The seven Heavens and the earth and those in them praise Him; and there 
is nothing that does not chant His praises, but ye understand not their song .. · . ' 
(Quran, XVII, 44). 

3 'And every time they shall receive a fruit (in Paradise) they shall say: 
this is what we have received aforetime ... .' (Quran, II, 2s). 

' It is said that, without Muhammad, the world would not have been 
created; thus he is indeed the Logos, not as man, but in his 'inner reality' 
(haqfqah) and as the 'Muhammadan Light' (Nur muhammadiyah). It is also 
said that the virtues of the Prophet are created, since they are human, but 
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The Prophet is above all a synthesis combining human 
'littleness' with the divine mystery. This aspect of being a 
synthesis, or a reconciliation of opposites, is characteristic of 
Islam and expressly results from its being the 'last Revelation'. 
If the Prophet is the 'Seal of Prophecy' (khiitam en-nubuwwah) 
or of 'the Messengers' (el-mursalin), this implies that he should 
appear as a synthesis of all that came before him; hence his 
aspect of 'levelling', that something 'anonymous' and not to be 
numbered, which is apparent also in the Quran.1 Those who, by 
reference to the example of Jesus, find Muhammad too human, 
are following a line of reasoning just like that of those who, by 
reference to the extremely direct spirituality of the Bhagavad­
gitii or the Prajnii-piiramita-hridaya Sutra, would consider the 
Bible 'too human' to have any title to the dignity of the divine 
Word. 

The virtue, claimed by the Quran, of being the last Revelation 
and the synthesis of the prophetic cycle reveals itself, not only 
in the external simplicity of a dogma which is inwardly open to 
every degree of profundity, but also in the capacity Islam has of 
integrating all men as it were into its centre, of conferring on all 
the same unshakeable and if need be combative faith and of 
making them participate at least virtually though effectively 
in the half-celestial, half-earthly nature of the Prophet. 

that they are 'none the less eternal in so far as they are qualities of Him of whom 
eternity is the attribute' (according to El-Bttrdah by the Shaikh El-Bu:;;iri); 
in the same way the Prophet is named 'Haqq (Truth)' while El-Haqq ('The 
Truth') is a divine Name. The haqiqah of Muhammad is described as 'a mystery'; 
it is either hidden or blindingly bright and can only be interpreted from afar. 

1 Aishah, the 'favourite wife' of Muhammad, said that the Quran reflects 
or prefigures the soul of God's Messenger. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE WAY 

IN this section our aim is not so much to treat of Sufism exhaus­
ti':'ely ?r in de~ail-other writers have had the merit of doing 
this With varying degrees of success-but rather to envisage 
the Way (tariqah) in its general aspects or in its universal 
reality; therefore the terms used will not always be those 
peculiar to Islam. Now, when envisaged in a very general 
manner, the Way presents itself first of all as the polarity of 
'doctrine' and 'method', or as metaphysical truth accompanied 
by contemplative concentration; in short everything in it is 
reducible to these two elements: intellection and concentration 
or discernment and union. For us, who are in the realm of 
relativity since we exist and think, metaphysical truth is in the 
first place discrimination between the Real and the unreal or 
'less real'; and concentration or the operative act of the spirit­
pmyer in its very widest sense-is in a way our response to the 
truth which offers itself to us; it is Revelation entering into our 
consciousness and becoming in some degree assimilated by our 
being. 

For Islam, or to be more precise for Sufism which i~ its 
kemel,1 the metaphysical doctrine is-as we have many times 
pointed out-that 'there is no reality save the One Reality' and 
that, in so far as we are obliged to take account of the existence 
of the world and of ourselves 'the cosmos is the manifestation 

' 

1 We would not wish to attribute to a religious faith as such sapiential 
theses. v:hich it can only enunciate by implication. For the 'science of reli~io~s· 
esotenc1sm comes after dogma of which it is supposed to be an artificial 
development and even one bo~owed from extraneous sources: in reality the 
sa~iential ~lement must precede the exoteric formulation since it is the former 
which, be.mg a metaphysical perspective, deter~ine~ .the form: Without. a 
~etaphys1cal foundatwn there can be no authent1c rehgwn; doctnnal esotenc­
~s~ IS only the development, starting from the Revelation itself, of what 
existed from the beginning'. 
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of Reality.'1 Vedantists, we repeat, say that 'the world is false; 
Brahma is true', but 'all things are Atnui'; all eschatological 
truths are contained within this second statement. It is by 
virtue of this second truth that we are saved; according to the 
first we even 'are not' although we do 'exist' in the field of the 
reverberations of the contingent. It is as if we were saved 
beforehand because we are not and because 'naught shall subsist 
save the Countenance of God'. 

The distinction between the Real and the unreal coincides 
in a sense with that between Substance and accidents; the 
Substance-accident relationship makes it easy to understand 
the 'less real' or 'unreal' nature of the world and reveals to those 
capable of grasping it the inanity of the error which attributes 
an absolute character to phenomena. Moreover the common 
meaning of the word 'substance' clearly shows that there are 
intermediate substances which are 'accidental' by comparison 
with pure Substance but none the less play the part of sub­
stances in relation to what is for them accidental: these sub­
stances are, in ascending order, matter, aether, the life-sub­
stance, supra-formal and macrocosmic substance-which 
could also be termed 'angelic'-and finally universal, meta­
cosmic Substance which is one of the poles of Being, or is its 
'horizontal dimension' or feminine aspect. The antimetaphysical 
error of the asuras is that they take accidents for reality and 
deny Substance by describing it as unreal or abstract. 2 

Being is the 'Relative Absolute', or God as 'relatively abso­
lute', that is to say in so far as He creates. The pure Absolute 
does not create; in order to introduce here the ideas of 'Sub­
stance' and 'accidents' one would have to think of the essential 
divine qualities arising out of Beyond-Being, or out of the Self 
and crystallizing in Being, but such an application would none 
the less be inadequate. 

To perceive the unreality-or the lesser or relative reality­
of the world means at the same stroke to perceive the symbolism 
of phenomena; to know that the 'Substance of substances' is 
alone absolutely real, or that it is strictly speaking the only 

1 The cosmos in the perfection of its symbolism, Muhammad; here the 
reader will recognize the second Slzahiidah. 

2 We believe the attribution to Heracleitus of the modern 'actualism' 
(Aktualitll.ts-Theorie) to be mistaken, since a theory of the cosmic play of the 
All-Possibility is not necessarily a materialistic pantheism. 
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reality, means to see Substance in and through every accident; 
thanks to this initial knowledge of Reality the world becomes 
metaphysically 'transparent'. When it is said that a Bodhisattva 
sees only space and not its contents, or that he looks on the 
latter as being space, this means that he sees only Substance, 
which in relation to the world appears as a 'void' or, contrari­
wise, that the world appears as a 'void' in terms of the principia! 
Plenitude; there are here two 'voids' or two 'plenitudes' and 
they are mutually exclusive, just as in an hour glass the two 
compartments cannot be simultaneously empty or full. 

Once it has been fully grasped that the relationship between 
water and drops of water parallels that between Substance and 
the accidents which are the contents of the world, the 'illusory' 
nature of these accidents cannot be a matter of doubt or present 
any difficulty. The Islamic dictum that creatures are a proof of 
God means that the nature of phenomena is that of 'accidents' 
and that they therefore disclose the ultimate Substance. The 
comparison with water is imperfect in that it takes no account 
of the transcendence of Substance; but matter cannot offer any 
less inadequate picture because transcendence is always blurred 
in its reflections to the very degree that the plane in question 
partakes of accidentality. 

There is discontinuity between accidents and Substance, 
although from Substance to accidents there is an extremely 
subtle continuity in the sense that, Substance alone being fully 
real, accidents must necessarily be aspects of it; but in that case 
they are being considered only in terms of their cause and not in 
any other terms and the irreversibility of relationship is there­
fore maintained. In other words the accident is then reduced to 
Substance; as accident it is an exteriorization of Substance and 
to this there corresponds the Divine Name Ezh-Zhahir (The 
Outer). All errors concerning the world and God consist either 
in a 'naturalistic' denial of the discontinuity and so also of 
transcendence1-whereas it is on the basis of this transcendence 

1 I~ is main.ly this 'scientific' prejudice, going band iX: hand with a falsificat~on 
an~ 1mpovenshment of speculative imagination, wh1ch prevents a man hke 
Te1lhard de Chardin from conceiving the overriding discontinuity between 
matter and the soul, or between the natural and the supernatural orders and 
so leads to the evolutionary outlook which-inverting the truth-makes every­
thin~ begin with matter. A minus ~lways presupposes an initial plus so that a 
se~m~ng evolution is no more than the quite provisional unfolding. of a pr:­
exJstmg result; the human embryo becomes a man because that 1s what 1t 
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that the whole edifice of science should have been raised-or 
else in a failure to understand the metaphysical and 'descending' 
continuity which in no way abolishes the discontinuity starting 
from the relative. 'Brahma is not in the world' but 'all things 
are Atmti'; 'Brahma is true, the world is false' and 'He (the 
delivered one, the mukta) is Brahma'. In these statements the 
whole of gnosis is contained just as it is also contained in the 
Shahtidah or in the two Testimonies, or in the mysteries of 
Christ.1 

~ 

Now this idea is of crucial importance: metaphysical truth 
with all it implies lies in the very substance of intelligence; any 
denial or limitation of truth is always a denial or limitation of 
the intellect; to know the intellect is to know its consubstantial 
content and so the nature of things, and this is why Greek 
gnosis says, 'Know thyself', the Gospels say The Kingdom of 
heaven is within you', and Islam 'Who knows himself knows 
his Lord'. 

Revelation is an objectivization of the Intellect and that is 
why it has the power to actualize the intelligence which has been 
darkened, but not abolished, by man's fall. This darkening of 
the intelligence may be only accidental, not fundamental and 
in such a case the intelligence is in principle destined for 
gnosis. 2 If an elementary belief cannot consciously and ex­
plicitly reach total truth that is because in its own way it also 
limits the intelligence and is moreover inevitably and para­
doxically allied to a certain rationalism-Vishnuism shows in 
this respect the same phenomenon as the West-though unless 

already is; no 'evolution' will produce a man from an animal e~bryo. In ~he 
same way the whole cosmos can only spring from an embryomc state which 
contains the virtuality of all its possible deployment and simply makes manifest 
on the plane of contingencies an infinitely higher and transcendent prototype. 

1 Trinity, Incarnation, Redemption. It is the hyperontologi~al and gnostic 
Trinity which is here meant conceived either 'vertically' (the hierarchy of the 
hypostases: Beyond-Being, 'Being, Existence; Paramiitmii, Ishwara, Bud~hi) 
or 'horizontally' (the intrinsic aspects or modes of the Essence: Reality, 
Wisdom, Bliss; Sat, Chit, Ananda). . . . . 

1 To say that there is a Christian gnosis means that there Is a Chnstiamty, 
centred on Christ as the Intellect, which defines man primarily as intelligence 
and not merely as fallen will or as passion. If total truth lie~ in the ':ery sub­
stance of the intelligence then, for Christian gnosis, the intelllg~nce will b~ ~he 
immanent Christ, 'The Light of the World'; to see in. all .thmgs th~ d1vme 
Substance, which means to see in all things an objecbvatwn-and m some 
respects a refraction-of Intelligence is to realize that 'God became man' and 
this without any detriment whatsoever to the literal meaning of the dogma. 
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there is a distortion of the faith itself it cannot become lost in 
this rationalism.1 Whatever the circumstances a perspective 
which attributes an absolute character to relative situations, as 
do the exotericisms of Semitic origin, cannot be intellectually 
complete; but to speak of exotericism is to speak also of 
esotericism, and this means that the statements of the former 
are the symbols of the latter. 

Exotericism transmits aspects or fragments of metaphysical 
truth (which is nothing other than the whole truth) whether 
about God, about the universe or about man; in man it chiefly 
envisages the passional and social individual; in the universe it 
discerns only what affects that individual; in God it hardly sees 
anything more than what has to do with the world--creation, 
man and his salvation. Consequently-and even at the risk of 
repetition this must be emphasized-exotericism takes no 
account either of pure intellect, which extends beyond the 
human plane and opens out on to the divine, or of pre-human 
and post-human cycles or of Beyond-Being, which is beyond all 
relativity and thus also beyond all distinctions; such a perspec­
tive is comparable to a skylight, which gives the sky a certain 
form, round or square maybe; through this the view of the sky 
is fragmentary, though certainly that does not prevent the sky 
from filling the room with light and life. The danger of a re­
ligious outlook based on the will is that it comes very close to 
insisting that faith should include a maximum of will and a 
minimum of intelligence; indeed intelligence is blamed, either 
for diminishing merit by its very nature, or for deceptively 
arrogating to itself both the value of merit and a knowledge 
such as is in reality unattainable.2 Be that as it may it could be 

1 Cartesianism-perhaps the most intelligent way of being unintelligent-is 
the classic example of a faith which has become the dupe of the gropings of 
reasoning; this is a 'wisdom from below' and history shows it to be deadly. 
The whole of modem philosophy, including science,, ~ta~t~ fr?m a false con­
ception of intelligence; for instance the modern cult of hfe sms m the sense that 
it seeks the explanation and goal of men at a level below that o~ man, in some­
thing which could not serve to define the human creature; but m a much more 
general way all rationalism whether direct or indirect, is false for the simple 
reason that it limits the ~telligence to reason or intellection to logic, or in 
other words cause to e:ffect. 

• The individualism and sentimentality of a certa~ J?assion~l t~e. of mysti­
cism are undeniable facts whatever may be the sp1ntual v1rtuaht1es of the 
framework taken as a whole; in this type of n;tYs~icism the intelligence has no 
operative function despite the possibilities of 1ts mmost nature; a~ absence of 
metaphysical discemment brings in its train an absence of methodical concen-
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said of religions: 'as is the man, so for him is God'; in other words, 
the way in which man is envisaged influences the way in which 
God is envisaged and vice versa. 

One point which needs to be brought out here is that the 
criterion of metaphysical truth or of its depth lies, not in the 
complexity or difficulty of its expression, but in the quality and 
effectiveness of its symbolism, having regard to a particular 
capacity of understanding or style of thinking.1 Wisdom does 
not lie in any complication of words but in the profundity of the 
intention; assuredly the expression may according to the 
circumstances be subtle and difficult, or equally it may not 
be so. 

At this point before going further we would digress. It is said 
that a great many young people today no longer want to hear 
any talk of religion or philosophy or indeed of doctrine of any 
kind, that they feel everything of the kind to be outworn and 
discredited and that they will respond only to what is 'concrete' 
and 'lived', or even only to what is 'new'. The answer to this 
mental deformation is simple enough: if the 'concrete' has 
value2 it could not be in accord with a false attitude-one which 
rejects all doctrine-nor could it be wholly new; there have 
always been religions and doctrines and this shows that their 
existence is in man's nature; for thousands of years the best of 
men, men we cannot despise without making ourselves des­
picable, have promulgated and propagated doctrines and lived 
according to them or died for them. The ill certainly does not 
lie in the hypothetical vanity of all doctrine but solely in the 

tration, the latter being the normal complement of the former. From the point 
of view of gnosis the intelligence is not a part but the centre and it is the 
starting point for a consciousness embracing our whole being. One thing very 
characteristic of the mental climate of the traditional Occident-though it in 
no way compromises true intellectuality-is the association of ideas formed 
between intelligence and pride as also between beauty and sin, an association 
that explains many deadly reactions which date from the Renaissance. 

1 That is why it is absurd to maintain that China produced no metaphysical 
systems comparable to those of India or of the West; for this is to overlook the 
fact that the yellow race is preponderantly visual and not, like the white race, 
auditive and semantic, this psychic difference having nothing to do with the 
level of pure intelligence. 

2 When people talk today of 'concrete facts', it is usually as if one were to 
call spray 'concrete' and water 'abstract'. This is the classical confusion be­
tween accidents and substance. 

III 



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

fact that too many men either have not followed, or do not 
follow, true doctrines, or have on the contrary followed, or do 
follow, false doctrines; in the fact that brains have been exas­
perated and hearts deceived by too many inconsistent and 
erroneous theories; in the fact that errors beyond count,l 
errors both garrulous and pernicious, have cast discredit on 
truth, truth which has also to be expressed in words and is 
always there, even when no man pays heed to it. All too many 
people no longer even know what is meant by an idea, what is1 

its value and what its function; they do not so much as suspect 
that perfect and definite theories have always existed, theories 
which are therefore on their own level fully adequate and 
effective, and that there is nothing to add to what has been 
said by the sages of old except effort on our own part to under­
stand it. If we are human beings we cannot abstain from thought 
and, if we think, then we are choosing a 'doctrine'; the lassitude, 
the lack of imagination and the childish arrogance of disil­
lusioned and materialistic young people changes nothing in all 
this. If it is modern science which has created the abnormal and 
deceiving conditions which afflict youth today, that is because 
this science is itself abnormal and deceiving. No doubt it will 
be said that man is not responsible for his nihilism, that it is 
science which has slain the gods, but this is an avowal of 
intellectual impotence, not a title to glory, since anyone who 
knows what the gods signify will not let himself be carried away 
by discoveries in the physical realm-which merely displace 
sensory symbols, but do not abolish them-and still less by 
gratuitous hypotheses and the errors of psychologists. Even if 
we know that space is an eternal night sheltering galaxies and 
nebulae, the sky will still stretch blue above us and symbolize 
the realm of angels and of Bliss. 

Existence is a reality in some respects comparable to a living 
organism; it cannot with impunity be reduced in man's con­
sciousness and in his modes of action to proportions that do 
violence to its nature; pulsations of the extra-rational2 pass 
through it from every quarter. Now religion and all forms of 

1 'My name is Legion', said a devil in the story of the Gadarene swine in the 
Gospel. 

2 Ordinarily and in every sort of context people speak of the 'irrational' but 
this is a dangerous abuse of terminology all too liable to reduce the supra­
rational to the infra-rational. 
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supra-rational wisdom belong to this non-rational order the 
presence of which we observe everywhere around us, unless we 
are blinded by a mathematician's prejudice; to attempt to treat 
existence as a purely arithmetical and physical reality means 
to falsify it in relation to ourselves and within ourselves and 
in the end it is to blow it to pieces. 

In a germane field we must take note of the abuse of the idea 
of intelligence. For the present writer intelligence can have no 
other object than truth, just as love has beauty or goodness for 
its object. There can indeed be intelligence that is in error, for 
intelligence is mingled with contingency and by it denatured, 
and error, being nothing in itself, has need of the spirit; but we 
must never lose sight of what intelligence is in itself, nor believe 
that a work compounded of error could be the product of a 
healthy or even of a transcendent intelligence: above all clever­
ness and cunning must not be confused with pure intelligence 
and pure contemplation.1 Intellectuality essentially includes 
an aspect of 'sincerity', now perfect sincerity of intelligence is 
inconceivable apart from disinterestedness; to know is to see 
and seeing is an equating of subject with object and not a 
passional act. 'Faith', or the acceptance of truth, should be 
sincere, that is to say it should be contemplative: for it is one 
thing to accept an idea-whether true or false-because one has 
some material or sentimental interest in it, quite another to 
accept it because one knows or believes it to be true. 

Some people say that science has long since shown up the 
inconsistency of the Revelations, which arise-as they would 
argue-from our inveterate nostalgia as timid and unsatisfied 
earthlings:2 in a context such as that of this book there is no 

1 As was pointed out in Stations of Wisdom (Murray 1961) in the chapter 
'Orthodoxy and Intellectuality' lack of intelligence and vice may be only 
superficial and thus in a sense 'accidental' and remediable, just as they may 
also be relatively 'essential' and in practice incurable; but an essential lac~ of 
virtue is incompatible with transcendent intelligence, just as outstandmg 
virtue is hardly ever found in a fundamentally unintelligent person. Let it be 
added that there are those who despise intelligence, either in the n~me of 
'humility' or in the name of the 'concrete', while others almost regard 1t as a 
form of malice: to this St Paul has replied in anticipation (1. Cor. I~, zo): 
'Brethren, be not children in understanding: howbeit in malice be ye ch1ldren, 
but in understanding be men. • 

1 And incurably stupid earthlings, we would add, were this hypothesis true. 
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need to reply yet again to such a thesis, but let us nevertheless 
take the opportunity to add one more picture to those already 
given elsewhere. Imagine a radiant summer sky and imagine 
simple folk who gaze at it projecting into it their dream of the 
beyond; now suppose that it were possible to transport these 
simple folk into the dark and freezing abyss of the galaxies and 
nebulae with its overwhelming silence. In this abyss all too many 
of them would lose their faith, and this is precisely what hap· 
pens as a result of modern science both to the learned and to the 
victims of popularization. What most men do not know-and 
if they could know it, why should they be called on to believe 
it?-is that this blue sky, though illusory as an optical error 
and belied by the vision of interplanetary space, is none the less 
an adequate reflection of the heaven of the angels and of the 
blessed and that therefore despite everything it is this blue 
mirage, flecked with silver clouds, which was right and will have 
the final say; to be astonished at this amounts to admitting that 
it is by chance that we are here on earth and see the sky as we 
do_. Of course the black abyss of the galaxies al~o _reflects some­
thing, but the symbolism is then shifted and It IS no longer a 
question of the heaven of angels. To remain faithful to our 
starting point, it is no doubt in the first place a question of the 
terrors of the divine mysteries in which any man is lost who 
seeks to violate them by means of his fallible reason and without 
ad~quate motive; in a positive sense it is the scienti~ sacra, 
which. transcends the 'faith of the simple' and is? Deo J~tVa~te, 
accessible to pure intellect :1 but it is also a questiOn, accordmg 
to _the immediate symbolism of appearances, of the abysses. of 
umversal manifestation of this samsara the limits of which 
indefini~ely elude our 'ordinary experience. Finally. extra­
terrestnal space likewise reflects death as has already been 
pointed out above; it is a projection outside our earthly security 
into a dizzy void and an unimaginable strangeness; this is 
something which can also be understood in a spiritual sense 
since, as the Prophet said, we must 'die before we die'. But what 
we would chiefly emphasize here is the error of believing that by 
the mere fact of its objective content 'science' possesses the 

1 It is precisely this scientia sacra which enables us to grasp that this 'faith' 
is right and that 'children' are not wrong when they pray turning to the blue 
sky, though in another fashion grace too enables us to grasp this. But nothing 
is possible apart from divine aid, the tawfiq on which Sufis insist, so that higher 
intelligence is not of itself a sufficient guarantee in what concerns our final goal. 
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power and the right to destroy myths and religions and that it 
is some kind of higher experience, which kills gods and beliefs; 
in reality it is human incapacity to understand unexpected 
phenomena or to resolve certain seeming antinomies which is 
smothering truth and dehumanizing the world. 

But one further ambiguity still remains to be cleared up once 
for all. The word 'gnosis', which appears in this book and in our 
previous works, refers to supra-rational, and thus purely 
intellective, knowledge of metacosmic realities. Now this 
knowledge cannot be reduced to the 'gnosticism' of history; it 
would then be necessary to say that Ibn 'Arabi or Shankara 
were Alexandrine gnostics; in short, gnosis cannot be held 
responsible for every association of ideas or every abuse of 
terminology. It is humanly admissable not to believe in gnosis; 
what is quite inadmissable in anyone claiming to understand the 
subject is to include under this heading things having no relation 
of species or level with the reality in question, whatever the 
value attributed to that reality. In place of 'gnosis' the Arabic 
term ma'rijah or the Sanskrit termjnana could just as well have 
been used, but a Western term seems more normal in a book 
written in a Western language; there is also the term 'theosophy', 
but this has even more unfortunate associations, while the 
term 'knowledge' is too general, unless its meaning is made 
specific by an epithet or by the context. What must be empha­
sized and made clear is that the term 'gnosis' is used by us in its 
etymological and universal sense and therefore cannot be 
reduced to meaning merely the Graeco-Oriental syncretism of 
later classical times, 1 still less can it be applied to some pseudo­
religious pseudo-yogic or even merely literary fantasy. 2 If for 
example, Catholics can call Islam, in which they do not believe, 
a religion and not a pseudo-religion, there seems no reason why 
a similar distinction should not be made between a genuine 

1 Even though we do not reduce the meaning of this word to that syncretism 
we nevertheless admit for clear and historical reasons that the heretics con­
ventionally called 'gnostics' can properly be so called. Their first fault lay 
in misinterpreting gnosis in dogmatical mode, thus giving rise to errors and to 
a sectarianism incompatible with a sapiential perspective: despite this the 
indirect connection with genuine gnosis can, if need be, justify the use of the 
term 'gnostic' in this case. 

1 As is more and more often done since psychoanalysts (in the widest sense 
of the term) have arrogated to themselves a monopoly in all that concerns the 
inner life, where they confuse together the most diverse and irreconcilable 
things in a common process of levelling and relativization. 
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gnosis having certain precise or approximate characteristics 
and a pseudo-gnosis devoid of them. 

In order to bring out clearly that the difference between 
Islam and Christianity is indeed a difference of metaphysical 
perspective and symbolism-that these two forms of spirituality 
are convergent-let us attempt succinctly to characterize 
gnosis by starting from the key idea that Christianity means 
'God became what we are, in order that we might become what 
He is' (St Irenaeus); Heaven became earth that earth might 
become Heaven. Christ re-enacts in the outer historical world 
what is being enacted at all times in the inner world of the soul. 
In man the Spirit becomes the ego in order that the ego may 
become pure Spirit; the Spirit or the Intellect (Intellectus, not 
mens or ratio) becomes ego by incarnating in the mind in the 
form of intellection, of truth, and the ego becomes the Spirit or 
Intellect through uniting with It. 1 Thus Christianity is a doc­
trine of union, or rather it is the doctrine of Union rather than 
of Unity: the Principle is united to manifestation so that the 
latter can be united to the Principle, hence the symbolism of 
love and the predominance of the bhaktic way. 'God became 
man', says St Irenaeus, 'because of the immensity of His love', 
and equally man must unite himself with God through 'love', 
whatever meaning-volitive, emotional or intellectual-be 
given to that term. 'God is Love': as the Trinity He is Union 
and He wishes union. 

Now what is the content of the Spirit; in other words, what is 
Christ's sapiential message? For that which is this message is 
also, in our microcosm, the eternal content of the Intellect. 
This message or content is: love God with all your faculties and, 
in function of this love, love your neighbour as yourself; that is, 
become united-for in essence to 'love' means to become united 
-with the Heart-Intellect and, in function or as a condition of 

1 'The Spirit penetrates all things, yea the deep things of God. For what man 
knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man which is in him? even 
so the things of God knoweth no man, but the Spirit of God. Now we have 
received, not the spirit of the world, but the spirit which is of God; that we 
might know the things that are freely given to us of God.' (r. Cor. II, 10-12.) 
For Dante the damned are those who have lost the good of the Intellect 
(Inferno, Ill, 18) and this can be related to the microcosmic and human 
reflection of the Divine Intellect as well as to that Intellect Itself. 
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this union, abandon all pride and all passion and discern the 
Spirit in every creature. 'What ye shall have done unto the least 
of these my little ones ye shall have done it unto Me.' The 
Heart-Intellect, the Christ in us, is not only light or discernment 
but also warmth and bliss and thus 'love'; the 'light' becomes 
'warm' to the degree that it becomes our being.1 

This message-or innate truth-of the Spirit prefigures the 
cross since there are here two dimensions, one 'vertical' and 
the other 'horizontal'; namely love of God and love of the 
neighbour, or union with the Spirit and union with the human 
setting, this latter being envisaged as a manifestation of the 
Spirit or as the 'mystical body'. From a slightly different point 
of view these two dimensions are represented respectively by 
knowledge and love: man 'knows' God and 'loves' his neighbour, 
or again man loves God most through knowing Him and knows 
his neighbour best by loving him. As for the grievous aspect of 
the cross it must be said that from the point of view of gnosis 
more than from any other, both in ourselves and among men, 
it is profoundly true that 'the light shineth in darkness; and the 
darkness comprehended it not'.2 

The whole of Christianity is expressed in the doctrine of the 
Trinity and fundamentally this doctrine represents a perspec­
tive of union; it sees union already in divinis: God prefigures 
in His very nature the relationship between Himself and the 
world, these relationships becoming 'external' only in an 
illusory mode. 

As has been pointed out already the Christian religion lays 
stress on the 'phenomenal' content of faith rather than on its 
intrinsic and transforming quality; we say 'lays stress' and 
'rather than' to show there is here no unconditional definition; 
the Trinity does not belong to the phenomenal order, but it is 
none the less a function of the phenomenon of Christ. In so far 

1 That is why the 'love' (mahabbah) of the Sufis, does not at all presuppose~ 
bhaktic way, any more than the use by Shaiva Vedantists of the term bhakt~ 
implies any Vaishnava dualism in their outlook. 

2 The gnostic dimension-and again this is to be taken in its etymological 
and timeless meaning-stands out in the clearest possible way in a passage in 
the recently discovered Gospel of Thomas which relates how Christ, after 
speaking to the Apostles, went out with St Thomas and spoke three words or 
sentences to him. When Thomas returned alone the other disciples pressed him 
with questions, and he said that were he to confide to them even one of these 
sayings they would stone him and that fire would then leap forth from the 
stones to devour them. 
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as the object of faith is 'principia!' it coincides with the intel­
lectual or contemplative nature of faith 1 but in so far as its 
content is 'phenomenal' faith will be 'volitive'. Broadly speaking 
Christianity is an 'existential' way, 2 though 'intellectualized' 
in gnosis, whereas Islam is on the contrary an 'intellectual' 
way 'phenomenalized', which means that it is a priori intellec­
tual, either directly or indirectly according to whether we are 
speaking of the haqiqah or of the shari' ah; the Moslem, firm in 
his unitary conviction, which certitude at bottom coincides 
with the very substance of intelligence and thus with the 
Absolute, 3 readily sees in phenomena temptations to 'associa­
tions' (shirk, mushrik) whereas the Christian, centred as he is 
on the fact of Christ and on the miracles flowing in essence from 
that fact, feels an inherent distrust of intelligence-which he 
is apt to take to be the equivalent of 'wisdom after the flesh' in 
contrast to the Pauline charity (agape)-and of what he believes 
to be the pretensions of the human spirit. 

Now if, from the point of view of realization or of the Way, 
Christianity operates through love of God-a love which 
responds to the divine love for man, God being Himself Love­
Islam as we have already seen proceeds through 'sincerity in 
unitary faith' and we know this faith must imply all the conse­
quences logically following from its content-which is Unity, 
or the Absolute. First there is el-inuin, the accepting of Unity 
by man's intelligence; then, since we exist both individually 
and collectively, there is el-isliim, the submission of man's will 
to Unity, or to the idea of Unity, this second element relating 
to Unity considered as a synthesis on the plane of multiplicity; 
and finally there is el-ihstin, which expands or deepens the two 
previous elements to the point of their ultimate consequence. 
Under the influence of el-ihsiin, el-imiin becomes 'realization' or 
'a certitude that is lived'-'knowing' becoming 'being'-while 
el-isliim, instead of being limited to a certain number of pre-

1 This is wha~ is meant by the Islami~ ~aying that a~ ~irth the soul is 
Moslem--or Chnstian, according to the rehgwn-but that 1t 1s men who turn 
it away from its innate faith or on the contrary 'confirm' that faith. This recalls 
the 'recollection' of Plato 

2 Being, since it is fou~ded on the element Sat, 'Being', of the Vedantic 
terminology and not directly on the element Chit, 'Co:r:sciousness', alth?ugh ~he 
Logos intrinsically relates to the latter element, and th1s opens up the d1mens10n 
of gnosis. The Intellect became phenomenal in order that the phenomenal 
might become Intellect. 

8 But it goes without saying that this definition is applicable to all gnosis. 
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scribed attitudes, comes to include every level in man's nature; 
in the beginning faith and submission are hardly more than 
symbolical attitudes, although none the less efficacious at their 
own level. By virtue of el-ihsan, iman becomes gnosis, or partici­
pation in the divine Intelligence, and islam becomes 'extinction' 
in the divine Being; since participation in the divine is a mystery 
no man has a right to proclaim himself a nm'min ('believing', 
one possessing iman) though he can perfect! y well call himself 
muslim ('submitted', one conforming to Islam); iman is a 
secret between the servant and his Lord like the iltsan which 
determines its level, or 'station' (maqam), or 'secret' (sirr), its 
ineffable reality. In unitary faith-with the fullness of its 
consequences-as in total love of God, it is a question of escaping 
from the dispersing and mortal multiplicity of all that which 
-being 'other than He'-is not, a question of escaping from 
sin because sin implies a love that is in practice total for the 
creature or the created, a love turned aside therefore from God­
who-is-Love and squandered into fragments on what is inferior 
to man's immortal personality. Here we find a criterion that 
clearly shows the meaning of religions and modes of Wisdom: 
it is 'concentration' in function of truth and with a view to 
rediscovering, beyond death and this world of death, all we 
loved here below; but all this is for us hidden in a geometrical 
point, which at the outset appears to us like an utter impoverish­
ment and indeed is so in a certain relative sense and in relation 
to our world of deceptive richness, of sterile segmentation into 
a myriad of facets or refractions. The world is a movement which 
already bears within itself the principle of its own exhaustion, 
a deployment which displays at every point the stigmata of its 
narrowness and in which Life and the Spirit are astray, not by 
some absurd chance but because this encounter between inert 
Existence and living Consciousness is a possibility and thus 
something which cannot not be, something posited by the very 
infinitude of the Absolute. 

At this point something must be said about the priority of 
contemplation. As we know Islam defines this supreme function 
of man in the hadith about iltsan which calls on a man to 'adore 
Allah as though thou didst see Him' since 'if thou dost not see 
Him, He none the less sees thee'; Christianity from its angle 
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calls first for total love of God and only after this for love of the 
neighbour; now it must be insisted in the interest of the love of 
God that this second love could not be total because love of 
ourselves is not so; whether ego or alter, man is not God.1 In any 
case it follows from all traditional definitions of man's supreme 
function that a man capable of contemplation has no right to 
neglect it but is on the contrary 'called' to dedicate himself to it; 
in other words he sins neither against God nor against his 
neighbour-to say the very least-in following the example of 
Mary in the Gospels and not that of Martha, for contemplation 
contains action and not the reverse. If in point of fact action 
can be opposed to contemplation it is nevertheless not opposed 
to it in principle, nor is action called for beyond what is neces­
sary or required by the duties of a man's station in life. In 
abasing ourselves from humility we must not also abase things 
which transcend us, for then our virtue loses all its value and 
meaning; to reduce spirituality to a 'humble' utilitarianism­
that is, to a mild kind of materialism-is to cast aspersions on 
God, on the one hand because it is like saying it is not worth 
while to be over-preoccupied with God and on the other hand 
because it means relegating the divine gift of intelligence to 
the rank of the superfluous. 

Apart from this, and on a vaster scale, it must be understood 
that a 'metaphysical point of view' is synonymous with 'inward­
ness': metaphysic is not 'external' to any form of spirituality, it 
is thus impossible to consider something both metaphysically 
and from the outside at one and the same time; furthermore, 
those who uphold the extra-intellectual principle according to 
which any possible competence would derive exclusively from 
a practical participation do not refrain from laying down the 
law 'intellectually' and in full awareness of what they are 
doing,2 about forms of spirituality in which they do not partici­
pate in any way whatever. 

Intelligence can be the essence of a Way provided there is a 
contemplative mentality and a thinking that is fundamentally 
non-passional; an exotericism could not, as such, constitute 

1 As for the hadfth just cited it does not keep silent on human charity since, 
before defining ihsiin, it defines isliim and this consists inter alia in the paying 
of the tithe or zakiih . 
• 2 For example by pretending that the Absolute of the Vedanta or of Sufism 
IS only a 'natural' absolute, 'devoid of life' and therefore 'a deception', and 
so on. 
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this way but can, as in the case of Islam, predispose to it by its 
fundamental perspective, its structure and its 'climate'. From 
the strictly slzaraite point of view intelligence is reduced, for 
Islam, to responsibility; viewed thus every responsible person 
is intelligent; in other words a 'responsible person' is defined in 
relation to intelligence and not merely in relation to freedom of 
the will.I 

At the beginning of this book we saw that Islam is founded on 
the nature of things in the sense that it sees the condition for 
salvation in our theomorphism, that is to say, in the total 
character of human intelligence, in free will and in the gift of 
speech, provided these faculties are respectively-thanks to an 
'objective' divine intervention-vehicles for certitude, for 
moral equilibrium and for unitive prayer; we have further seen 
that these three modes of theomorphism and their contents are, 
broadly speaking, represented in the Islamic tradition by the 
triad Imiin-Isliim-Ihsiin (Faith-Law-Way). Now to speak 
of something as theomorphic is to refer to characteristics proper 
to the divine nature, and in fact God is 'Light' (Nur), 2 'Life' 
(Hayiit) or 'Will' (Iriidah) and 'Word' (Kalam, Kalimah); this 
Word is the creative word Kun (Be!);3 but what is, with God, 
creative power is, with man, transmuting and deifying power; if 
the divine Word creates, the human word responding to it­
the 'mentioning' of Allah-brings back to God. The divine 
Word first creates, then reveals; the human word first transmits, 
then transforms; it transmits the truth and then, addressing 
itself to God, transforms and deifies man; human transmission 
corresponds to divine Revelation and deification to Creation. 
Speech in man has no right function but to transmit truth and 
deification; it is either true discourse or else prayer.4 

1 'They will say: Had we but listened or had we but understood (na'qilu 
with intelligence: 'aql) we would not be among the guests of the furnace.' 
(Quran LXVII, Io.) Islamic evaluation of the intelligence is also revealed in 
this haditk among others: 'our Lord Jesus said: It was not impossible for me 
to raise the dead, but it was impossible for me to cure the stupid'. 

2 Infinite 'Consciousness' free from all objectivation. 
8 Hence the word kawn, the 'world', 'that which exists'. El-kawn el-kabfr is 

the macrocosm: el-kawn 6$·$agllfr, the microcosm. 
' 'But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is 

more than these cometh of evil' (Matt. V, 37). This is akin to the 'sincerity' 
(ikhlii$) which is the very essence of Ihsan according to the following traditional 
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t ~et us here briefly sum up the whole of this doctrine: in order 
0 e able to understand the meaning of the Quran as a sacra­~ent one must know that it is the uncreated prototype of the 1i 

gift of speech, that it is the eternal Word of God (kalamu 'Llah) 
an~ that man and God meet in the revealed speech, in the Logos 
:nh1ch has taken on the differentiated form of human language 
m o;der th~t, through this language, man may find again the 
und1~erentmted and saving Word of the Eternal. All this 
expla~ns the immense saving power of the 'theophoric' word, its 
c~pac1ty to convey a divine power and to annihilate a legion of 

sms.l ~he ~econd foundation of the Way, as was pointed out at the 
begi_nrnng of this chapter, is contemplative or operative concen­
trati~n, or prayer in all its forms and at all levels. The support 
of this concentration-or of quintessential prayer-is in Islam 
'm~ntioning' or 'remembrance' (dhikr)2 a term the meaning of 
which ranges from the recitation of the whole of the Quran to 
the mystical exhalation which symbolizes the final ha of the 
Name AUah or the initial ha of the Name Hua, 'He'. Everything 
that can be said of the divine Name-for example, that 'all 
things on earth are accursed save the remembrance of Allah', 
or that 'nothing makes the wrath of Allah so distant as this 
remembrance'-all this can equally be said of the heart and of 
the intellecta and, by extension, of metaphysical intellection 
and contemplative concentration. In the heart we are united to 

?efinition: 'Virtue in action (spiritual actualization, el-ihsan) is to adore God a~ 
1f thou didst see Him, and, if thou scest Him not, none t~e l~ss He sees thee. 
Tr_uthful speech is the very symbol of that right intent wh1ch m Islam is ~~ery­
thmg. 'Lead us on the straight path' (e§-#rat et-mustaqfm), says the Fa#ll.al~. 

1 'And Adam received words from his Lord' (Quran, I, 38). In a certain tnm­
tarian theology the •word' represents the 'Knowledge' which 'Being' h~S of 
Itself. 'For my Father is greater than I' (John, :X. IV, z8): 'Bein( i~ in 1ts.elf 
gre.ater than the pole of 'Consciousness', although each of these 1s 10 re~llty 
Bemg, in its intrinsic nature. Moreover Being also has an aspect of 'Consclous­n.es~' in relation to Beyond-Being in the sense that It cryst~llizes the po~en­
hahties of Beyond-Being distinctively with a view to the1r manifestation; ~:mt Beyond-Being is none the less the supreme 'Self', whose infinite Knowledge 

1s undifferentiated by reason of Its very infinity. 
2 'He who mentions Me in himself (/f nafsi!li), I ~ill men~ion_him in IVIyself, 

and he who mentions Me in an assembly, him I wlll ment_10n m an assembly 
better than his' (Hadfth qudsf). The 'better' assembly 1s that of heaven. 
tccor~~ng to another /Ladith bel_?nging to the saxne category: 'I hold company 

~"':1 Jalis) with him who xnentions Me.' . 
serv lieaven and earth cannot contain Me, but the heart of My beJievlDg 

ant does contain Me' (HadUh qudsi). 
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. d in the intellect to total Truth th t . 
pu_re Bemg an Absolute.l • ese wo bemg 
comcident in the . , . 

I Oncentrat10n appears as smcerity' · 
n Islam c . 1 d" · . m prayer; 

prayer is fullY vahd o~ yon co~ Itlon of bemg sincere and it is 
thi . . and so m fact this concentration wh· h, s smcenty- .t t b · 1 - Ic opens' 
the dhikr or enables I 0 e sunp e while at the same time 
h . ' . mense effect. 2 To the objection that · ul 

aVIng an 1U1. d t 1 th" h Jac atory 
prayer is an easY an ex ema mg, t at it could neither efface 
a thousand sins nor have the value of a thousand good works th 
tradition answers th~t from the human side the whole ~eri~ 
lies fi t. the intentiOn that makes us pronounce the , rs In . prayer-
apart from the intentiOn we would not pronounce it-and 
secondly in our recollectedness, and thus in our 'presence' . 
face of the Presence of God; but that this human merit is ~~ 
nothing in the eyes of grace. , . 

The 'remembrance of God IS at the same time a forgett" 
· k" d mg 

of self; conversely, the ~g~ IS a . m of crystallization of forget-
fulness of God. The bram IS, as It w~re, t~e organ of this forget­
fulness;a it is like a 7ponge filled With_pictures of this world of 
dispersion and heaVIness, filled too w1th the tendencies of the 
ego towards both dispersal and hardening. As for the heart it 
is the latent remembrance of God, hidden deep down in ~ur 
'I', in prayer it is as if the he~rt, ris_en to the surface, came 
to take the place of the bram which then sleeps with a 
holy slumber; this slumber unites and soothes and its most 
elementary trace in the soul is peace. 'I sleep, but my heart 
waketh.'« 

If Ibn Arabi and others require-in conformity with the 
Quran and the Sunna-that a man should 'become penetrated 
by the majesty of Allah' before and during the practice of 
dhikr, they imply, not merely a reverential attitude rooted in 

1 'Oh, happy man' sings Jami, 'whose heart has been illumined by invoca­
tion (dhikr), in the shade of which the carnal soul has been vanquished, the 
thought of multiplicity chased away, the invoker (dhiikir) transmuted into 
invocation and the invocation transmuted into the Invoked (madlzkilr).' 

11 To the 'effort of actualization' (istihdiir) of the servant there answers the 
'presence' (hudur) of the Lord. 

3 Fallen man is by definition 'forgetfulness'; consequently the Way is 
'remembrance'. An Arabic proverb, based on the phonetic connection between 
the words nasiya ('to forget') and insiin ('man'), says that the first forgetful 
being (awwalu niisin) was the first man (awwalu 'nniis). 

& The Prophet said: 'Protect God in thine heart; then God shall protect thee.' 
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the imagination and in feeling, but a conformity of man's whole 
being to the 'Motionless Mover', which in brief means a return 
to our normative archetype, to the pure 'Adamic' substance 
'made in the image of God', and this is moreover directly 
connected with dignity, the role of which is clearly to be seen 
in the sacerdotal and royal functions: priest and king both stand 
before the divine Being, over the people, and it might be said 
that they are at the same time 'something of God'. In a certain 
sense the dignity of the dlzakir-of him who prays-connects 
with the 'image' Divinity takes on in relation to him, or in other 
words this dignity-this 'holy silence' or this 'non-action'-is 
the very image of the divine Principle. Buddhism gives us a 
particularly concrete example of this: the sacramental image of 
the Buddha is at the same time 'divine form' and human per­
fection and marks the meeting point between the earthly and 
the heavenly. But all this refers to contemplative prayer alone 
and it is precisely this prayer which is in question where the 
sufic dhikr is concerned. 

The Name Allah, which is the quintessence of all the Quranic 
formulas, consists of two syllables linked by the double lam; 
this lam is like the bodily death which precedes the beyond and 
the resurrection, or like the spiritual death which inaugurates 
illumination and sanctity, and this analogy is capable of being 
extended to the universe, either in an ontological or in a cyclical 
sense: between two degrees of reality, whether envisaged in 
relation to their concatenation or, should such be the case, their 
succession, there is always a kind of extinction1 and this is what 
is also expressed by the word illii ('if it be not') in the Shaluidah. 2 

The first syllable of the Name refers, according to a self-evident 
interpretation, to the world and to life inasmuch as they are 
divine manifestations, and the second to God and to the beyond 
or to immortality. While the Name begins with a sort of hiatus 
between silence and utterance (the hamzah) like a creatio ex 
nihilo, it ends in an unlimited expulsion of breath which 
symbolically opens into the Infinite-that is, the final lui marks 

. ~ In the canonical prayer of Islam, which includes phases of abasement and 
nsmg up--or more exactly of bowing down and straightening up again 
f?llowed by prostration and rest-the former are related to death or 'extinc­
tion' and the latter to resurrection or immortality, 'permanence'; the passage 
~rom one phase to the other is marked by the pronouncing of the takbfr: 'God 
IS rea~e~' (A lliihu akbar). 

This Is the 'strait' or 'narrow' gate of the Gospels. 
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the supra-ontological Non-Duality1-and this indicates that 
there is no symmetry between the initial nothingness of things 
and the transcendent Non-Being. Thus the Name Allah em­
braces all that 'is' 2 from the Absolute down to the tiniest grain 
of dust whereas the Name Hua, 'He', which 'personifies' the 
final hii, indicates the Absolute as such in Its ineffable trans­
cendence and Its inviolable mystery. 

There is of necessity a guarantee of efficacy in the divine 
Names themselves. In Amida Buddhism3 the saving certitude 
of the practice of invocation is derived from the 'original vow' 
of Amida but fundamentally this amounts to saying that in 
every analogous practice in other traditional forms this certitude 
is derived from the very meaning included in the ntantram or 
divine Name. Thus, if the Shahiidalt includes the same grace as 
the 'original vow' of Amida, 4 it is by virtue of its very content: 
because it is the supreme formulation of Truth and because 
Truth delivers by its very nature. To identify oneself with 
Truth, to infuse It into our being and to transfer our being into 
it is to escape from the empire of error and malice. Now 
the Shahiidah is nothing other than an exteriorization in 
doctrinal form of the Name Allah; it corresponds strictly 
to the Ehieh asher Ehieh of the Burning Bush in the Torah; 
it is by such formulas that God announces 'Who He is', 
and so what His Name signifies; and it is for this reason 
that such formulas, or such mantrams, are so many Names of 
God. 5 

We have just pointed out that the meaning of the Name 
Allah is that lei ilaha illa Llah; that cosmic manifestation is 
illusory and the metacosmic Principle alone is real. In order to 
make our meaning more clear we must here repeat a haqiqalt 
already touched on in the chapter on the Quran; since from the 

1 This is what is expressed by the formula: 'Allah is neither Himself nor 
other than Himself' (Alliihu lii lma wa lii ghairulm). This proposition is equally 
applicable in a different sense to the qualities (§ifat) of God. . 

2 El-uluhiyah-'Allahness'-is indeed defined as the 'sum of the mystenes 
of Reality' (jmnlatu haqii'iq al-Wujud). . . 

3 This term, derived from the Japanese, is used because m the West 1t 
designates conventionally a Buddhism based on incantation, one which was 
Chinese before becoming Japanese and Indian before becoming Chinese. Never­
theless it was in Japan that it came to its extraordinary flowering. 

4 We could say as much of the Names of Jesus and Mary and of the jaculatory 
prayers containing these Names. 

6 The Shahiidah is in fact deemed to be a 'Divine Name'. 
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point of view of manifestation-which is our point of view, seeing 
that we exist-the world does indisputably have a certain 
reality, it must follow that the truth concerning it in a positive 
sense is also included in the first Slzaluidah; in fact it is so 
included in the form of the second Shalziidah-Afulzammadun 
Rasulu 'Lliih-which springs from the word illii (if not) in the 
first Shahiidah and means that manifestation does have a 
relative reality which reflects the Principle. This testimony 
opposes to the total negation of transitory things-or of 
'accidents'-a relative affirmation, an affirmation of mani­
festation inasmuch as it reflects the divine, in other words of the 
world as divine manifestation. Muha11zmad is the world en­
visaged in respect of perfection; Rasiil indicates the relationship 
of causality and thus connects the world to God. When the 
intellect is placed at the level of absolute Reality the relative 
truth is as it were absorbed by the total truth: from the 
point of view of verbal symbols it then finds itself as it were 
withdrawn into the metaphysical 'conditional' which is the 
word illii. As there is nothing outside Allah the world too 
must be comprised in Him and cannot be 'other than 
He' (ghairuhu): and that is why manifestation 'is the Principle' 
inasmuch as the Principle is 'The Outward' (Ezh-Zhiihir), 
the Principle as such being 'The Inward' (El-Biitin). Thus it is 
that the Name Allah includes all that is and surpasses all 
that is.l 

In order to make quite clear the position of the formula of 
consecration (the Basmalah) in all these relationships let us add 
this: just as the second Shahiidah springs from the first-from 
the word illii which is both the ontological 'isthmus' and the 
axis of the world-so the Basmalah springs from the double 

1 'I persevered in this exercise till it was revealed to me:"God has said of 
Himself that He is the First (El-Awwal) and the Last (El-Ailllir), the Inner 
(El-Biitin) and the Outer (Ezh-Zhiihir)." I fought against this, concentrating 
on my exercise, but the more I made efforts to thrust it away the more it 
assailed me without respite. At length I answered: "I understand that God is 
the First and the Last and the Inner, but that he is equally the Outward I do 
not understand, since outwardly I see only the universe." I received this reply: 
"If the term 'the Outward' were used to denote other than what thou seest 
then (it would be a misuse of words for) the reference wou.ld be to what is 
inward and not to what is outward; but I tell you that He IS the Outward." 
At that very instant I sudde?ly re~lizecl t~e truth that the~e is no exi~~~nce 
outside God and that the umverse 1s nothmg save He. · · . (The Rasa d of 
Shaikh Mulay El-Arabi Ed-Darqawi) · 
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lam in the middle of the word Allah;1 but whereas the second 
Shahadah (the Testimony as to the Prophet) marks an ascending 
and liberating movement, the Basmalah indicates a descent that 
is creative, revealing and merciful; in effect it starts with 
Allah (bismi 'Llahi) and ends with Rahim whereas the second 
Shahadah starts with Jvfuhammad and ends with Allah (rasUlu 
'Llah). The first Shalzadah-with the second which it bears 
within itself-is as it were the content or message of the 
Basmalah; but it is also its principle, for the supreme Name 
'means' the Shahadah once it is envisaged in a distinctive or 
discursive mode; in this case it can be said that the Basmalah 
arises from the divine illa. The Basmalah is distinguished from 
the Shahadah by the fact that it marks a 'coming forth' as is 
indicated by the words 'in the Name of' (bismi), whereas the 
Shahadah is, either the divine 'content' or the 'message': it is 
either the sun or the image of the sun, but not the sun's ray, 
although from another point of view it can also be conceived 
as a 'ladder' linking cosmic 'nothingness' to pure Reality. 

In the hadith: 'He who invokes God to the point when his 
eyes overflow from fear and the earth is watered by his tears, 
him God will not punish on the Day of the Resurrection', it 
is not solely a question of the gift of tears or of bhakti, but above 
all of the 'liquefying' of our post-edenic hardness, a fusion or 
dissolving of which tears-or sometimes melting snow-are 
traditionally the symbol. But nothing forbids us to pursue the 
chain of key images; we may, for instance, pause at the sym­
bolism of the eyes and note that the right eye corresponds to the 
sun, to activity, to the future, and the left eye to the moon, to 
the past, to passivity: we have here two dimensions of the ego, 
the one relating to the future inasmuch as it is the leaven of 
illusion and the other to the past inasmuch as it is an accumu­
lation of ego-forming experiences; in other words both the past 
and the future of the ego-what we are and what we want to 

1 The four words of the Basmalah (Bismi 'Lliihi 'Rrahmiini 'RraMm) are 
represented as four streams of Paradise springing forth beneath the throne of 
God, which is Er-Ruh. The lam in the supreme Name and the illii in the Testi­
mony correspond to the 'throne' in the sense that they 'inaugurate' the former 
the syllable Liih and the latter the Name Allah and so 'the dimensions of 
transcendence'. This follows from the nature of things and is pointed out in 
order to show, in connection with practices of incantation and sapiential 
doctrines, how the basic enunciations or symbols serve as vehicles for the whole 
Divine Message, somewhat as a crystal synthesises the whole of space. 
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become or to possess-must be 'dissolved' in a present filled 
with a lightning flash of transpersonal contemplation, whence 
the 'fear' (khashyah) mentioned in the hadith quoted above. 
'His eyes overflow' (ftidhat 'aynahu) and 'the earth is watered' 
(yu$ibu 'l-ardh): there is both an inner and an outward lique­
faction and the latter corresponds to the former; when the ego 
is 'liquefied' the outer world, from which it is in large measure 
compounded, seems to be drawn into the same alchemical 
process in the sense that it becomes 'transparent' so that 
the contemplative sees God everywhere, or sees all things in 
God. 

Let us now consider prayer in its most general sense: the call 
to God, if it is to be perfect or 'sincere', must be fervent, just as 
concentration, if it is to be perfect must be pure; now at the 
level of emotive piety the key to concentration is fervour. The 
answer to the question of knowing how one escapes from luke­
wa1:111ness and realizes fervour or concentration is that zeal 
depends on our awareness of our goal; a man who is indifferent 
or lazy knows well enough how to hurry when threatened by 
danger or when enticed by something agreeable1 and this is as 
much as to say that zeal may be motivated either by fear or by 
love. But equally, and a fortiori, its motive may be knowledge, 
knowledge too-to the degree that it is real-supplies us with 
sufficient reasons for ardour, otherwise it would be necessary to 
hold that man-every man-is only capable of action when 
under the impulsion of threats or promises; this is certainly 
true of collectivities but it is not true of every individual. 

The very fact of our existence is a prayer and compels us to 
prayer so that it could indeed be said: 'I am, therefore I pray; 
sum ergo oro'. Existence is by nature ambiguous and from this it 
follows that it compels us to prayer in two ways: first by its 
quality of being a divine expression, a coagulated and seg-

t 'Blessed are they that have not seen and yet have believed', says the Gospel 
and we find the same idea in the hadith about ihsiin: ' ... And if thou dost not 
see him (God), none the less He seeth thee.' Gnosis, far from seeking to abolish 
these teachings, situates them somewhat differently, for there is not only the 
difference between earthly ignorance-which requires 'faith'-and heavenly 
knowledge, but also the difference between doctrinal leaming and unitive 
realization: such leaming is by no means 'blind' in itself, but it is so in relation 
to realization 'in depth'. 
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mented mystery, and, secondly, by its inverse aspect of being 
a bondage and perdition, so that we must indeed 'think of God' 
not merely because, being men, we cannot not take account of 
the divine basis of existence-in so far as we are faithful to our 
nature-but also because we are by the same token forced to 
recognize that we are fundamentally more than existence and 
that we live like exiles in a house on fire.1 On the one hand 
existence is a surge of creative joy and every creature praises 
God; to exist is to praise God whether we be waterfalls, trees, 
birds or men; but on the other hand existence means not to be 
God and so to be in a certain respect ineluctably in opposition 
to Him; existence is something which grips us like a shirt of 
Nessus. Someone who does not know the house is on fire has 
no reason to call for help, just as the man who does not know 
he is drowning will not clutch the rope that could save him; but 
to know we are perishing means, either to despair or else to 
pray. Truly to know that we are nothing because the whole 
world is nothing, means to remember 'That which Is' 2 and 
through this remembrance to become free. If a man has a night­
mare and then, while still dreaming starts calling on God for 
aid, he infallibly awakens; this shows two things: first, that 
conscious intelligence of the Absolute subsists in sleep as a 
distinct personality-our spirit remaining apart from our states 
of illusion-and secondly that when a man calls on God he will 
end by awakening also from that great dream which is life, the 
world, the ego. If this call can breach the wall of common 

1 Like existence fire is something two-faced, for it is both light and heat, 
divinity and hell. In Tile Language of tile Self (Ganesh, 1959) we made incidental 
reference to a Hindu theory in which fire, inasmuch as it has a tendency to rise 
and to illumine, corresponds to sattwa, whereas water, inasmuch as it spreads 
out horizontally and fertilizes, is assimilable to rajas, while earth then relates 
to tamas through its inertia and its crushing force; but it goes without saying 
that in another respect fire relates to rajas through its devouring and 'passion­
ate' heat, light alone then corresponding to sattwa; in this case we have the 
triad not of the visible elements-fire, water and earth-but of the sensory 
functions of 'fire-sun': luminosity, heat and, negatively, darknes~. ~ure 
luminosity is cold through its transcendence; darkness is so through pnvation. 
Spiritually speaking darkness freezes whereas light refreshes. 

s In expressions such as this we are not taking account of the limitation of 
'Being': this word is being used in an extrinsic sense in relation to the ~~rld 
and without in any way prejudicing the intrinsic limitlessness of the D1~me. 
Theology does exactly the same as also does Sufism, which does not hes1tate 
to speak of the existence (wujud) of Allah; it is the intention-clear for .the 
gnostic-and not the literal meaning of the term which settles the requ1red 
sense. 
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dreams, why should it not also breach the wall of that vaster 
and more tenacious dream-existence? 

There is, in this call, no egoism, for pure prayer is the most 
intimate and most precious form of the gift of sel£.1 The 
common man is in the world to receive and, even if he gives alms, 
he steals from God-and robs himself-in so far as he supposes 
that his gift is all that God and his neighbour can ask of him; 
letting 'his left hand know what his right hand doeth' he 
always expects either consciously or unconsciously something 
from his surroundings. It is necessary to acquire the habit of 
the inner gift apart from which all alms are but half-gifts; and 
what one gives to God is by that very fact given to all men. 

If we start from the idea that intellection and concentration, 
or doctrine and method, are the foundations of the way, it 
should be added that these two elements are valid and effective 
only by virtue of a traditional guarantee, a 'seal' coming from 
Heaven. Intellection has need of tradition, of a Revelation fixed 
in time and adapted to a society, if it is to be awakened in us 
a_nd not go astray, and prayer identifies itself wi~h the Revela­
tion or proceeds from it as we have already seen; mother words 
the importance of orthodoxy, of tradition, of Revel~ti~n i~ tha~ 
the means of realizing the Absolute must come, ob~ect~vely, 
from the_ Absolute; knowledge canno_t s:r:>ri~g .uJ? subJectiv~ly 
except w1thin the framework of an 'obJective d1V1ne formulation 
of Knowledge. . . 

But this element of 'tradition', precisely because of 1t~ ~~~ 
personal and formal character, requires a complemen~ wh!ch Is 
es_sentially personal and free, and this ~o~ple~ent lS ~1rtfe: 
Without virtue orthodoxy becomes phansaica_l, .I? a ~UbJeCt re 
sense of course for its objective incorruptibility IS not n. 
question. 

If we have defined metaphysic as discernment bet~een ~he 
Real and the unreal, then virtue will be defined as the mvers~on. 
of the relationship between ego and alter, this relationship ?em~ 
a natural, though illusory inversion of the real 'proportiOns • 
and so a 'fall' and a rupture of equilibrium (for the fact that tW<J 

1 A haduh says: 'The last hour shall not come until there is no longer any Jllat:t 
0~ earth who says: Allah! Allah!' Indeed it is sanctity and wisdom-and aion~ 
Wlth these universal-and quintessential prayer-which sustain the world. 
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people believe themselves to be 'I' proves that, on pain of 
absurdity, neither is right, the 'I' being logically unique) virtue 
is the inversion and so the rectifying of that fall; in a way that 
is effective although relative virtue sees the 'I' in 'the other' or 
the converse. This brings out clearly the sapiential function of 
virtue: charity, far from being reducible to sentimentality or 
utilitarianism, effectuates a state of consciousness, it aims at the 
real, not at the illusory; it confers a sight of reality on our 
personal 'being', on our volitive nature, and is not limited to a 
mode of thought involving no obligation. In the same way we 
can say of humility that when properly conceived it realizes in 
us consciousness of our own nothingness in face of the Absolute 
and of our imperfection by comparison with other men; like 
every virtue it is at the same time cause and effect. Like spiritual 
exercises, though in a different way, the virtues are fixing agents 
for what is known by the spirit.l 

There is an error which all too easily arises in the minds of 
those who tum to metaphysics in a reaction against a con­
ventional religiosity, the error of believing that truth has no 
need of God, of the personal God who both sees and hears us, 
nor of our virtues either; that it has nothing to do with what is 
human and that consequently it is enough for us to know that 
the Principle is not manifestation and so forth, just as though 
these ideas gave us a dispensation from being men and-to 
put it at the very lowest-immunized us against the rigours 
of natural laws. Had destiny not so willed-and destiny does 
not depend on our ideas about doctrine-we should have no 
knowledge nor even any life; God is in all that we are and He 
alone can give us life and light and protection. In the same way 
as regards the virtues: assuredly the truth has no need of our 
personal qualities and may even lie beyond our destinies, but 
we have need of truth and must bow to its requirements, 
which do not concern only the mind;2 since we exist, our 

1 The sentimentality with which people surround the virtues leads to their 
being easily falsified; for many people humility means despising an intelligence 
they have not got. The devil has got hold of charity and made of it a demagogic 
or Godless utilitarianism and an argument against contemplation, as though 
Christ had supported Martha against Mary. Humility becomes servility and 
charity materialism; in practice this kind of virtue seeks to furnish the proof 
that one can get along without God. 

2 'When a man talks of God without having true virtue,' says Plotinus, 'his 
words ar~ but hollow.' He is referring, not to simple enunciations that are in 
accord wrth orthodoxy, but to spontaneous utterances deemed to spring from 
a direct knowledge. 
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being-whatever the content of our mind-must at eve~y 
level be in accord with its divine principle. The cataphahc, 
and thus in some degree 'individualistic', virtues are the keys to 
the apophatic virtues and these latter are inseparable fr_om 
gnosis. The virtues te~tify to the beauty of God. It is ~logical 
and pernicious-both for oneself and for others-to th1llk the 

truth and to forget generosity. 
Here is may be convenient to explain that those vir~ues .are 

termed by us 'apophatic' which are not the 'productt~ns. ?f 
man _but on the contrary radiate from the nature of Be1ng. m 
relation to us they are pre-existent so that the part played by 
us in relation to them is that of removing everything in ourselves 
which opposes their radiation and not that of producing ~hem 
'positively'; here lies the whole difference between indiVIdual 
eff~rt and purifying knowledge. It is in any case absurd to 
beh~ve that the Sufi who states that he has gone beyond some 
particular virtue, or even all virtues, is on that account 
deprived of the qualities which go to make man's nobility and 
~part from which there can be no sanctity; the sole difference 
lS that he ~o longer 'lives' these qualities as 'his own' ~nd so 
has_ no feel~ng of any 'personal' merit as is the case Wl~h ~he 
ordmary VIrtues.1 It is a matter of a divergence of pnnCiple 
or 0~ natu~e,, although from another more general and 
less _operah:re point of view every virtue or even eve:y 
cosmic. quahty can be envisaged apophatically, that 1

:' 

~ccordmg to the ontological essence of phenomena; t~ns 
IS what devout people express after their own fashion 
when they attribute their virtues wholly to the grace of 
God. 

f ~ ~nfo~ty with the injunctions of the Quran 'reme111brance 
0h 0 reqmres the fundamental virtues and arising frol11 them, 
t e acts of virt 11 d f . '. :Now h f ue ca e or by particular circumstances. 
t ~ undamental and universal virtues, inseparable frol11 hul11an 
na ~re, are these: humility or self-effacement charity or gen­
erosity, truthfulness or sincerity and so i~partiality; next 
come watchfulness or perseverance, contentment or patience 

.1 In his Hikam Ibn 'At--Ill- . , . J.f!11 after 
ehminating all your blemi\ ah says .. If yo~ could only attam to \d never 
attain to Him B t .f Hs es and extmgmshmg your egoism, you wou your 
qualities with II"su 1 .. e wishes to lead you to Him He covers over ·sties 
and unites you t~ :J:;~~les an~ your characteristics with His chara~~~ and 
not because of h t f by Vlrtue of what comes back to you fro!l1 

w a comes back to Him from you'. 
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and lastly that 'quality of being' which constitutes unitive 
piety, spiritual plasticity, a disposition to saintliness.1 

All that has been said up to this point makes possible an 
explanation of the meaning of the virtues and of moral laws; 
the latter are styles of action conforming to particular spiritual 
perspectives and particular material and mental conditions, 
while ~he virtues on the contrary represent intrinsi~ beau?es 
~tted Into these styles and finding through them then: :ea?za­
twn. Every virtue and every morality is a mode of equilibnum, 
or, t.o be more precise, it is a way of participating, even .to the 
detr~~ent of some external and false equilibrium, in the umversal 
Eqm~I~rium; by remaining at the centre a man escapes fr?m 
the VICissitudes of the moving periphery; and this is the meanmg 
0~ the !aoist 'non-action'. Morality is a way of acting, whereas 
VIrtue Is a way of being-a way of being wholly oneself, beyond 
the ego, or of being simply that which is. 2 This could also. be 
expressed as follows· the various moralities are at the same time 
frameworks for the ~irtues and their application to collectivities; 
the virtue of the collectivity is its equilibrium determined by 
Heaven. Moralities are diverse but virtue as it has been here 
defined · ' ' h man is man. 
T . ' Is everywhere the same for everyw ere . . 

his m 1 . . ' d · h nd With Its . ora umty of humankmd goes han m a . 
mtellect 1 . . d"ff but truth IS ua umty: perspectives and dogmas I er 
one. 

Anoth is symbolism, 
h. er fundamental element of the way . t w Ich · . d · virgm na ure. 

N 0 d Is mamfested both in sacred art an m . ortance as 
V b oubt sensory forms do not possess the same 1mp di·ng to 

er al 0 . h 1 ss accor r scnptural symbols, but none t e e ' 

1 Th· f d in our earlier 
IS enum . . . . r to be oun works . erahon, of wh1ch dtfferent verswns a e h. gs Sufism puts 

' IS a s th · ture of t lD · forward v . yn es1s deduced from the very na . . ishes among them 
exceed· anous classifications of the virtues and_ dtsttn~ apophatic nature 
of th tngly subtle ramifications· clearly it also ins1sts on e f the Spirit so 

e supe ' mitances o f 
many 'st _rna~ural virtues and sees in ~hese con~o an pictures both o 
the Virt attons (maqiimat). Nature prov1des us With m dy e the eagle, the 
swan ues and of the manifestations of the Spirit. The gto~ ' contemplative 
Peace and the peacock reflect respectively purity, stren ' 

2 A and spiritual generosity. goal of the whole 
. ccordi . , · th ultimate . unlver ng to St Thomas Aqumas truth IS e t. ity of w1sdom. · · · 

l3 se and th . h entia! ac IV 1 t. y th . e contemplation of truth 1st e ess rt of contemp a 10n 
but t~1r very nature the virtues do not necessarily form pa 

ey are an indispensable condition for it.' 
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'f:raJ.J:lp_ ~~. tney fulfil · h a • ··!WQ!:.Jr,IJ ... , • a very precious function e1t .eras 
· ~.Jr2;?hl_...: @f.as ~p;ritual suacre..<;tion ', not to mention the 

:<V.tpr/P/an · ~"" assume <l<"'-~ •. ~~'1'\o~(;>."t; -;;;. ce o~ the highest order which t.hey can .. ~ 
"-~~ ~X'tt i- "jn>..b<Jh-s.tn has the particular quahty of comblDl g 
and tb.~m~ an?- the internal the sensory and the spiritual, 

' In Pnn · 1 ' · of Serving mere} CI~ e or in fact, goes beyond the functxon 
Sacred J:' as a background'. f 

Revelat1• art Is first of all the visible and audible1 for.m 0 

Th on and th 1. · al vesture. e form en also its indispensable tturgxc . . no 
case h must be an adequate expression of its content, 10 the 
~:rbit:-r ould .i~ contradict it, it cannot .b~ abandoned t~heir 
Pas · Y dectstons of individuals to their Ignorance and . 

Slons B t ' ·n t d grees 1D sac d · u We must differentiate between d1ueren e 
· re art, different levels of absoluteness or of re1ativity, 2 and 
1U add't· f f 1 ton we must take account of the relative character o 
. arm as such. The spiritual integrity of the form is a 'categorical 
tmp.erative' but this cannot prevent the formal order from being 
s~b]ect to certain vicissitudes; the fact that the masterpieces 
0 sacred art are sublime expressions of the Spirit must not 
~~k_e us forget that, as seen from the standpoint of this same 

ptnt, these very works already appear in their more ponderous 
ext~riorizations, as concessions to 'the world' and recall the 
sa_Yxng in the Gospels: 'All they that take the sword shall perish 
~th the sword.' Indeed, when the Spirit has need of such a 

1 egree of exteriorization, it is already well on the way to being 
ost; exteriorization as such bears within itself the poison of 
~~teriority, .and so of exhaustion, fragility and de~repitude; 

e masterpiece is as it were laden with regrets and lS already 
a swan-song; one sometimes has the impression that through the 
;~ry overplus of its perfections the art is there to make up for 

e absence of wisdom or of sanctity. The Desert Fathers had 
no need of colonnades and stained glass windows; but, on the 

1 For instance, the chanting of the Quran which can be in various styles, is 
an art; a choice can be made between one style and another, but nothing what­
ever can be added to them; one can chant the Quran in certain ways, in others 
one c~nnot. The modes of chanting express different rhythms of the spirit. 

8 Fll"St there is sacred art in the strictest sense as it appears in the Taber­
~cle of Moses, where God Himself prescribed both the form and the materials; 
P en. there is the sacred art which has been developed in conformity with a 
i;~c~lar ethnic genius; _an~ finally there are decorative aspects of sacred art 
fo ?ich the ethnic gen1us 15 more freely expressed, though always in con­
b~1ty.~ith a spirit that transcends it. Genius is nothing unless determined 

Sptntual perspective. 
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th h d those who today despise sacred art in the name of 
o er an , h . , "rit' are t e very people who least understand It and 

hpure spit need of it. 1 Be this as it may nothing noble can ever 
ave mos f b 1 t· 11 the treasures o art and those of nature too are found 
e ?s : aperfection and infinitely, in the divine Bliss; a man who 

agam, In f th" t h f · · full onscious o IS rut cannot ail to be detached from 
IS y C • t" h 
sensory crystalhlza Itohn as ~uc .eli 1 b 1" f . . 

But there is a so e pnmor a sym o Ism o VIrgin nature; 
th. . n open book, a revelation of the Creator, a sanctuary 

ISisa . t 1 . 
d in certam respec s, a way. n every penod sages and 

an even, k . . h 
h "t have gone to see nature; It was Wit nature that they 

ermi s ld d 1 t H · · felt far frolll the wor an c ose o eaven; Innocent and pwus, 
b t e the less profound and terrible, nature was ever their 

u non k h . b h . 
refuge. Had we_ to _m1at e a ct mc~t . etwhee1n t e mosht magnificent 
of temples and mVIO a e na ure, I IS t e atter we s ould choose; 
the destruction of all the works. of human hands would be 
nothing compared to the destructlo~ of nature. 2 Nature offers 
both vestiges of th~ earthly Paradise and foreshadowings of 
th heavenlY Paradise. 
~I the same, from another point of view, we can ask our-

s 1 S which is more precious, the high peaks of sacred art, 
eve d" . . . f G i much as they are Irect mspiratwns rom od, or the beau-
nas . h h d" . . ti s of nature Inasmuc as t ey are IVIne creatiOns and 

s:rnbols;a the language o~ ~ature is doubtless mor~ prim?rdial 
and more universal, but It IS less human and less Immediately 
intelligible than art; for it to be able to deliver its message more 
spiritual knowledge is needed, since extemal things are what 

1 Art is always a criterion for the 'discerning of spirits': real paganism shows 
up in the behaviou1r of lt·t~k~rt,1 as_ forhex~mpl~ in the naturalism of Greco­
Roman art and, no ess s n mg y, 1n t e gtganbsm at once brutal and effemi­
nate of Babylonia~ s:ulpture. We may also note the nightmarish art of pre­
columbian Mexico 1n tts decadence. 

2 In the art of the Far East, which is much less 'humanistic' than the arts of 
the West and of Near-Eastern antiquity, man's work remains profoundly 
linked with nature to the point of forming with it a sort of organic unity; the 
art of China and Japan does not include 'pagan' elements as do the ancient 
arts of the Mediterranean countries; in its essential manifestations it is never 
sentimental nor hollow and crushing. 

a Should we put first such works as the hieratic Virgin at Torcello near 
Venice the prayer-niches of gleaming red stone in the mosque of Cordova, 
the im~ges of divinities of India and the Far East, or the high mountains, 
the seas, forests an~ deserts? Formulated thus the question is objectively 
insoluble; for each s1de-that of art and that of nature-there are pluses and 

minuses. 
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we are, not in themselves but in respect of their efficacy;1 the 
relationship is here the same, or almost the same as that be­
tween traditional mythologies and pure metaphysic. The best 
answer to this problem is that sacred art, of which some 
particular saint 'has no need' personally, none the less exterior­
izes his sanctity, or precisely that something which can make 
artistic exteriorization superfluous for that saint himself2 ; 

through art this sanctity or wisdom has become miraculously 
tangible with all its human materia which virgin nature could 
not provide; in a sense the 'dilating' and 'refreshing' virtue of 
nature is that it is not human but angelic. To say that one 
prefers the 'works of God' to the 'works of man' would how~~er 
be to simplify the problem unduly, given that in any art.menb~g 
the ~pithet 'sacred' it is God who is the author; man.ls ~er y 
the mstrument and what is human merely the m:ten~· experi· 

The symbolism of nature is conjoint with our um~ly worlds 
ence: if the starry vault turns it is because ~he ~eadve not only 

I d G ntng IS ue, revo ve roun od; the appearance of tur 11 to a trans· 
to our position on e~rth, but also and. above :nd seems even 
cendent prototype whtch is by no means IllusorY nable our 
t h t d . rder to e . 
o .. ave crea e our position in space tn o earthly mus1on 

sptntual perspe~tive. to be what it is; thuS ~h~s of the highest 
reflects a real situatiOn, and this relationshiP 1 ys closely 
importance, for it shows that it is the rnyt~s-~ wa the final 
linked with the Ptolemean astronomy-whtch a~~s modern 
say. As we have already pointed out on other occats~o s though 

· h'l 't 1 bserva ton d science, w 1 e I c early provides exact o Id not e 
· t f th · f rnbols, cou · 
~~oran to di te metahmng and bearing o sy what they conta~n 
JUre ~o~ ra c my . ological conceptions tn . al data, or 1D 
of sptntual value; 1t only changes the syrnboltc ythologies 
other wor<1:s destroys the empirical bases of t~~: new data. 
without bern? able t? explain the significance 0 holism 
From '?ur pomt of ~ew this science superimposes ~h~hat is 
exceedingly comphcated in its language on ano 

h . ly because 
1 This is also, t ough in a lesser d f art Jesser precise 

a e of art passes thro egree, true o • . 
the ICang~!ke' • not 'must mak~gh_ a man. f r sorne saints a functiOn 

s' and the ordinary man • smce art can have o 
b t elu es h B · h ate-t a . age of t e uddha co . essive way t e c 

a The ~~ed of here: knowlcdg mbmes in the most ?"pr this being absorbed 
gories tre~ preceding elements) :nd ~~ncentration, virtu~~nted by the iiilage 
in tbe t~ finallY nature (represe radtbon and art (repre 
itself) an nted by the lotus). 
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metaphysically just as true but more human (rather as though 
some treatise were translated into a more difficult language); 
but it does not know that it has discovered a language and that 
implicitly it is putting forward a new Ptolemaic metaphysic. 

The wisdom of nature is to be found over and over again 
affirmed in the Quran, which insists on the 'signs' of creation 
for 'those endowed with understanding', and this indicates the 
relationship between nature and gnosis; the vault of heaven is 
the temple of the eternal sophia. The same word 'signs' (ayat) 
also designates the verses of the Book; like the phenomena of 
nature, which is at once virginal and maternal, they reveal God 
as they spring forth from the 'Mother of the Book' and are 
transmitted by the virgin spirit of the Prophet. 1 Islam, like 
ancient Judaism, is particularly close to nature from the fact 
of being grounded in the nomadic spirit; its beauty is that of 
the desert and of the oasis; sand is for it a symbol of purity­
sand is used for the ritual ablutions when water is lacking­
while the oasis is a prefiguration of Paradise. The symbolism of 
sand is analogous to that of snow: it is a great unifying peace, 
like the Shahiidah which is peace and light and finally dissolves 
the knots and antinomies of existence, or, by reabsorption 
reduces all ephemeral coagulations to pure and immutabl~ 
Substance. Islam arose from nature; the Sufis return to it, and 
this is one of the meanings of the hadith: 'Islam began in exile 
and it will end in exile.' Towns, with their tendency to petri­
faction and their seeds of corruption, are opposed to nature 
which is ever virginal; their sole justification and the sol~ 
guarantee of their stability is to be sanctuaries; this guarantee 
is quite relative, for the Quran says: 'And there is no town that 
We (Allah) will not destroy, or will not severely punish, before 
the day of resurrection' (XVII, 6o). All this enables us to 
understand why Islam sought, within the framework of an 
inevitable sedentarism, to maintain the spirit of nomadism. 
Moslem cities always retain the imprint of a journeying through 
space and time; everywhere Islam pr~se::ves ~he ~acred sterility 
and austerity of the desert, but also, w1thm th1s chmate of death 
the gay and precious overflowing of springs and of oases; th~ 
fragile grace of the mosques echoes the grace of the palm groves 
while the whiteness and monotony of the towns reflects the 

1 In the preceding chapter this was mentioned in what was said of th 
blessing of the Prophet. e 
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1 f lchres Beneath the 
beauty of the desert and so a .so ~ se~u es lies the eternal 
emptiness of existence and behmd Its mirag 
profusion of Divine Life. 

. oint which was meta-
But let us return to our startmg P 5 . ' this truth relates 

. d . f th way. mce . physical truth as foun ahon. o e d'f s where there IS a 
to esotericism-at any rate m those tra I IOn st here answer 

· · d t ricism-we mu · Polarity of esotencism an exo e ·sts an 'esotenc 
. . h t there eXI the questlon of knowmg whet er or ?0 . ot rather a contra-

orthodoxy' or whether this expressiOn IS ~h whole difficulty, 
diction in terms or an abuse of language. e a conception of 
in situations where it arises, lies in too narr~w f metaphysical 
the term 'orthodoxy' on the one hand an ° to differentiate 
knowledge on the other: it is in fact 11:ec~ss~~~ formal and the 
between two orthodoxies the one extnnsic to dogma and 

· · · ' fi t relates e other mtnns1c and beyond form; the rs nd thus to essenc · 
thus ~o form, the latter to universal truth a ther in the sense 
Now m esotericism these two are linked toge ch knowledge 
that dogma is the key to direct knowledge; once ~u none the l~ss 
is attained we are evidently beyond form, bu which was .Its 
es~tericism is necessarily connected to the ~o~always rernams 
pomt of departure and the symbolism of w~IC r reject the 

l.d 1 F . . 11 neve t a-va I • or example Islamic esotencism. WI. entallY to con r 
fundamentals of Islam, even if it happens Inci.d retation; we 
d . t rt' · · r wterp b ause IC some pa Icular exoteric positiOn o first ec . 
can even say that Sufism is orthodox thrice ovher, else that It 
· · f yw ere . s It IS ron: the Islamic form and not fro~ a~ s and doctnn~ 
takes wmg, secondly because its realization. dly because It 
correspond to truth and not to error and .thi~ itself to be 
always remains conjoined with Islam, considenn~her religion. 
the ·~arr~w· (lubb) of Islam and not of. so~e :ot becom~ a 
Despite h1s verbal audacity Ibn Arabi dtd f th shari ah, 
Buddhist, nor did he reject the dogmas and laws 0 erthodoxy, 
and this amounts to saying that he did not leave 0 

either that of Islam or that of Truth itself. . 1 r exoteric 
If some formulation appears to contradict a partie~~ s true or 

point of view, what matters is to know whether I 1 

. . 'Enter houses 
1 Herein lies one of the meanings of the Quranic injunctlO~· h The latter is 

by their doors' (II, x8g). There is no tarfqahwithout the sharf a · 
the circle and the former the radius; the haqfqah is the centre. 
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false, not whether it is 'conformist' or 'free'; in pure intellec­
tuality the concepts of 'liberty', 'independence' or 'originality' 
are devoid of meaning, as moreover are their contraries. If the 
purest esotericism includes the whole truth-and that is the 
very reason for its existence-the question of 'orthodoxy' in 
the religious sense clearly cannot arise; direct knowledge of the 
mysteries could not be 'Moslem' or 'Christian', just as the sight 
of a mountain is the sight of a mountain and not something 
else; to speak of 'non-orthodox' esotericism is no less absurd for 
it would amount to holding, first that this esotericism was not 
conjoined to any form-in which case it would have neither 
authority nor legitimacy nor even any usefulness-and secondly 
that it was not the initiatic or 'alchemical' outcome of a revealed 
way, and so did not include a formal and 'objective' guarantee 
of any kind. These considerations should make it clear why the 
prejudice which attempts to explain everything in terms of 
'borrowings' or 'syncretism' is ill founded, for the doctrines of 
wisdom, being true, cannot fail to be concordant; and if the 
basis is identical it must be that the expressions are so too. 
That some particularly happy expression may be echoed by a 
foreign doctrine is equally in the nature of things-the contrary 
would be abnormal and inexplicable-but that is no reason for 
generalizations based on this exceptional case or for pressing 
them to absurdity; that would be like concluding that, because 
sometimes things influence one another, all analogies in nature 
arise from unilateral or reciprocal infiuences.1 

The question of the origins of Sufism is resolved by the 
fundamental discernment (furqan) of the Islamic doctrine: 

1 A similar error would have it that everything begins from written texts: 
this too is a most improper generalization. 'The Germans had a writing of their 
own, but, as Caesar noted to Lutetius, its use was strictly forbidden: all learning 
had to be passed on by word of mouth and retained in memory alone. In Peru 
down to relatively recent times, only knotted cords were tolerated' (Ernst 
Fuhrmann: Reich der Inka, Hagen 1922). Let us add this opinion of Plato's: 
• All serious men will beware of treating of serious matters in writing'; however, 
according to the Rabbis, 'it is better to profane the Torah than to forget it' 
and similarly • ... in these days those few old wise men still living among them 
(the Sioux) say that at the approach of the end of a cycle, when men every­
where have become unfit to understand and still more to realize the truths 
revealed to them at the origin ... it is then permissible and even desirable to 
bring this knowledge out into the light of day, for by its own nature truth 
protects itself against being profaned and in this way it is possible it may reach 
those qualified to penetrate it deeply ... .' (J. E. Brown: Foreword to The 
Sacred Pipe, University of Oklahoma Press). 
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God and the world; now there is something provisional ab?ut 
this discernment arising from the fact that the divine Umty, 
followed through to its ultimate consequences, precise!~ excludes 
the duality formulated by every discernment, and it is 1n a se~se 
here that we find the starting point of the original and esse~tml 
metaphysic of Islam. One thing which must be taken mto 
account is that direct knowledge is in itself a state of pure 
' . h . h thing sur­consciOusness' and not a theory; t ere IS t us no . f 
prising in the fact that the complex and subtle formulatwnst 0 

gnosis were not manifested from the very beginning an.d a a 
· 1 we con-smg e stroke, or that on occasion Neo-Platonic or Plato . 

f d. alectlc. 
cepts sho~ld,~ave been borrowed for t~e.~urpo.ses. o 1. bas 

Sufism Is smcerity of faith' and this smcenty -which . 
absolutely nothing in common with the modern 'cult of sm-

·t ' · than an ~en Y -Is, on the level of doctrine, nothing other the 
mtellectual vision that does not halt half-way but on _ 
co t d . . . s conse n rary raws from the idea of Umty Its most ngorou in _ 
quences; the final term of this is not only the idea of t?e no~~ t;e 
ness of the world but also that of the supreme identity a el­
corr~_:;ponding realization: 'the unity of Reality' (walzdat 
Wu'~ud) 1 

J • •t 
If fo~ the Israelite or for the Christian perfection or sa;~1ah 

means to love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and~ h all 
!~y so~, ~nd with all thy might' (Deut. VI, 5) or 'and wl: the 
I Y ~md (8uivota) (Matt. XXII, 37)-in the case 0 d in 
thsraehte through the Torah and obedience to the LaW an ·-

at ofth Ch · · f 'love 
f M e nsban through the vocational sacrifice o b 1·ng 
or a oslem f · . . · h le e that 'th . per echon means to 'believe' with h1s w o crip-
tural ere Is .no ~od save God', a total faith of which the s·rtue 
(;h - exhpressiOn IS the hadith already quoted· 'Spiritual V1 nd 
~ san, t efun t• . . . . ana 

islam f 'th c Ion of :Which IS to render "sincere" both -z,tn saW 
Him 'aaid .fand practice) consists in adoring God as if you u' 2 

' n I you d . yo · 
Where Jew d 0 .n~t see Him, none the less He sees love 

an Chnshan put intensity, and so totality, of 
1 The realization thr cWaM-

diyah, Ahadiyah) is'. .~ug~ 'transforming Virtue' (ihsan) of UnitY 
• Since ihsan is syn~m cation' (tawhtd). ' verY 

~e~ni~io~ of esotericis::=~s with tasawwuf ('Sufism'), this !ladUh is t.h\0 ta.l 
el_le~ , glVen that the co . . clearly shows that in Islam esotericis!ll 15 ,..bole 

rehgtous edifice. Let us nvttcbon that la ilaha illa 'Llah is the pillar of the ' God 
counted hi f . no forget th t th . that A s atth unto hi f a e Btble says of Abraha!ll ~ to 

braham (Seyyiduna Ibr:f~J.righteousness; now Islam readily refers ba.c 
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the M~slem puts 'sincerity', and so totality, of faith which in 
becommg realized becomes gnosis, union, the myste;y of non­
otherness. 
View~d from the angle of sapiential Islam Christianity can 

be considered as the doctrine of the sublime, not as that of the 
absolute; it is the doctrine of a sublime relativityi which saves 
by its very sublimity-here we have in mind the divine Sacrifice 
-but has its root none the less and necessarily in the Absolute 
and can consequently lead to the Absolute. If we set out from 
the idea that Christianity is 'the Absolute become relativity in 
order t~at the relative might become absolute' 2-to paraphrase 
an ancient and well-known formula-we are fully in the realm 
of gnosis and the reservation 'felt' by Islam no longer applies. 
But what must also be said, more generally speaking and apart 
from gnosis, is that Christianity adopts a point of view in which 
consideration of the Absolute as such does not a priori arise; 
the emphasis is laid on the 'means' or the 'intermediary' which 
in a certain sense absorbs the end; or again, the end is as it were 
guaranteed by the divinity of the means. All this mounts to 
saying that Christianity is fundamentally a doctrine of Union, 
and it is evidently through this aspect that it joins up with the 
'unitarianism' of Islam and especially of Suiism. 3 

In the history of Christianity there is a kind of latent nostalgia 
for what might be called the 'Islamic dimension' if we go back 
to the analogy between the three perspectives of 'fear', 'love' 
and 'gnosis'-the 'kingdoms' of the 'Father', the 'Son' and the 
'Holy Ghost'-and the three forms o.f '?onotheism, the Judaic, 
the Christian and the Moslem. Islam IS m fact, from the point of 
view of 'typology', the religious crystallization of gnosis, hence 

1 This is proved by the doctrine of the Trinitarian 'relationships'. But in 
this respect the Orthodox outlook seems less 'closed' than that of Catholicism, 

or a certain Catholicism. , . . . , . . 
z In the same way: if Christ is ~n ~b]e~tiv~ti~n of t~e d1vme Intellect, the 
rt-' t llect of the gnostic is a sub]ectivation of Chr1st. 

he; T~: ,:hole Christian perspective and the_whole of Chr~stic gnosis is summed 
in this saying: • ... as thou, Father, art m me, and I m thee that they also 

~ay be one in us .... And the glory which tho~ gavest me I have '?iven them; 
that they may be one, even as we are on_e: I m them, an~ thou m me .... 

h XVII 21_ 23). Christ is like the savmg Name of God m human form; all 
(Jo n, be ~aid of the one is valid also of the other; or again, he is not only 
that can ld d' t' · h 

I t llect which as Light of the wor , 1s mgu1s es between the Real and 
the n e ' t f th ' t 1' d • b' t' ' d' · 1 but he is also, in the aspec o e ex erna an o Jec 1ve lVme 
the unrea • ( ·w d') h' h b 't ' d · ' · 'f tat1·0 n the divine Name the or w 1c y 1 s re eemmg v1rtue 
man1 es • . 
brings about the reintegration of the non-realm the Real. 
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its tnetaphystcai Whiteness and its earthly realism. Protest~t­
isrn, With its insistence on 'The Book' and free will and 1ts 
rejection both of a sacramental priesthood and of the celibacy 
of Priests, is the most massive manifestation of this nostalgia,' 
•lthnngh, i,. "" ""''-'''"'-"""=' =u< ""'""'= '-'O.~<it "-'><'!in<. :!=d'j" 
'tyPolog;tal' sense;• but there were other mamfestations of it, 
more ancient and more subtle, such as the movements of 
Amalric of Bena or Joachim of Floris, both of the twelfth 
CeDI:luy, not forgetting the Montanists of the second century. 
In the same Order of ideas it is well knoWn that Moslems inter. 
pret !he foretelling of the Paraclete in St John's GosJ?el. as ~eferrmg to Islam, and, clearly Without e>rcluding the ChnstJan 

mterpretation, this becomes understandable in the light of the 
triad already alluded to of 'Fear-Jove-gnosis'. Were it to 

be pointed out that there has certainly been Within Islam an 

inY/::f&e tenr/enc" towards the Christian possibility or 'the kinhg. 
,.. J •. tb sougt 

thtil r;f 1/Je Sim; we would '"Ply tl~aht.Jtshtr~~:t::sto :ay in a 
. . ', 1 , d of Bektas Iya ' , t}Jf• fll.Jd of S!ua 1 .tn . of 

m . . . r t "at!On 
Persian and T urkJsh _c Jma e. the fundamental enun':' a might 

In Vcdantic tenmnology Maya in order that Ml't aifit 
ChrisHanHy k • A tma bec:;;:~hen is that 'there is no _lu": Llah: 
I>Bcnm, Atm<i'; that ?f Is! £ r the Mullammadun R_asut ula­
bc not the one At?'" a~d, ~f Atma'. In the Christian °"!' and 
'Maya is the marufestabon . a! in the sense that Alma 
tion there is some~ eqU:~'; taken to mean that f!'e la!t";" 
M tiyti are juxtaposed; Jt cou ~ the fonner with an lden~ca 
. iBt6 in its own full right ala~::: ;isunderstanding J;ha!o~hi': 

N( '. • • 1 it is to tltis possi. . 11 theologies-or t eo types: 
reuhty ;w.c n way. Or agam. a ed up in these twod God· 

· ·nIts ow . be summ G d Object an ~~~~ ~roadly ~~~~~ciousn~!' a~~ •a~s~lutely 0~:~::::: G
od-Being and_ . God as obJecti t and transcendendt.es Islam, r . t r again. . anen ry· so o 

Suhjcc , o ... tive both lmmh first categ~ : 't were the 
God as sul~Jcc. belong to t e me time It Is as I 

d Chrisbam.t~ but at tbe sa .• ,,the MWt.r. 
an as a rellglOD, h Gennan world "'j;''_·n '"fa.- as it 
taken . e a reaction oftf ~c thensop ~ta.'to the vory 

t the same t<m I any ca•e, ' limate, it wa• tha t ·-Catholici•m 'It was a ain•t Jewry. n Protestant c t by virtue of the an' 

r•wan """ ~fd blossom m :ntioned and no ously allied to the 
1
.: vulid-col~gics already m . outlook is ?daenJg~~aic orthodoxy. · . t ana ·amc outs1 indtrec therans. J wish Messi . of course 

he Lu the e but thiS of tAnalogously, f progress, I42 
:J 'd ology o modern I e 
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~eligiou~ ~nd 'obj~ctivist' expression of God-Subject, and that 
~s wh~ It Imposes Itself, not by phenomena or miracles, but by 
Its eVIdentness, the content or 'motor' of which is 'unity' and 
thus absoluteness; and that is why there is a certain connection 
betwe~n Islam _an? gnosis or 'the kingdom of the Spirit'. As for 
the umversal significance of 'Atma became Maya in order that 
Maya might become Atma', this is a question of the descent of 
the Divine, of the A vatara, of the sacred Book, of the Symbol, 
of the Sacrament, of Grace in every tangible form, and thus also 
of the Doctrine or of the Name of God, and so we come back to 
the JI;Juhammadun Rasulu 'Llah. The emphasis is laid, either on 
the divine container as in Christianity-in which case the con­
tainer has inevitably also an aspect of content, 1 and so of 
'truth'-or on the content, 'truth', as in Islam, and still more 
so in all forms of gnosis-and then the content inevitably 
presents itself in the formal aspects of what contains, and so 
of 'divine phenomenon' or of symbol.2 The container is 'the 
Word made flesh', and the content is the absoluteness of Reality 
or the Self, expressed in Christianity by the injunction to love 
God with the whole of our being and to love our neighbour as 
ourself, 'all things being Atma'.3 

The diversity of religions and their equivalence in respect of 
what is essential is due-according to the most intellectual Sufi 
perspective-to the natural diversity of the colle~tive recep­
tacles; each individual receptacle having its own particular Lord, 
the same will be true of psychological collectivities. 4 The 'Lord' 

1 'I am the Way, the Truth and the Life ... .' 
a The Quran is an objective divine 'descent', a 'sign' and a 'mercy', and this 

coincides with the meaning of the second Shahiidah. 
a Or Allah in His aspect of Ezh-Zhiihir('The Outward') to use Sufi terminology. 
4 El-Hallaj says in his Dfwiin: 'I have meditated on the various religions, 

f · g myself to understand them, and I have found that they arise from a 
o~cm principle having numerous ramifications. So do not ask of a man that 

umque · · h ld k hi f he should adopt this or. t~at r~ligi~n, _for ~ at wo~ ta e m away rom ~he 
f d mental principle; It IS this prmciple Itself which must come to seek him; 
. unth~ principle are elucidated all heights and all meanings, then he (the man) 
1n IS I . thi M . k f • will understand them.' In trans atmg s. pas~age . ass~gnon: spea_ s o con-

. 1 denominations' (for adyan), which 1s qmte nght m this context. 
fes~IOna. rsali·sm-prefigured in Judaism by Enoch, Melchisedec and Elias, This umve . 

· Chr" tianity by the two samts John and also, at a lesser level, by the 
and m Is · ('H · t · t · , . · ' orcist who did not follow Christ e that 1s no agams us 1s for 
Christian ex · i1i d · I I b El Kh d" , d b the centurion of Capernaum-Is person e m s am y - a Ir 

us) a~hiXr (Quran, XVIII, 6o--82), the 'immortal' sometimes identified with 
or_EI- d b Uways El-Qarani, a han£! of the Yemen and patron of the Ebas, an Y 
gnostics ('iirifun). 
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1s the B · 
particular soul or a r ma:'much as He concerns or 'looks on' a emg-Creato · 

by them in f . particular category of souls and is regarded 
. unction of th · · · · are denved f . e1r own natures, which m their turn 

First' (EL-A rom particular divine possibilities for God is 'The 
A religio w_wal) and 'The Last' (El-Akhir). ' 

Limitless nt Is a form, and so also a limit which 'contains' the 
' 0 speak · ' because of · t m paradox; every form is fragmentary 

the fact th 1 t t~ecessary exclusion of other formal possibilities; 
say when~ ese forms-when they are complete, that is to 
way repr ey are perfectly 'themselves'-each in their own 

esent t t rt . fragmenta . 0 a 1 Y does not prevent them from beiD.g 
reciprocal ry ~ _respect of their particularization and their 
physicall exc USion. In order to safeguard the axiom-meta­
that reli ~ unacceptable-of the absolute character of this or 
b gious phe . · g oth prin . . nomenon people reach the pomt of denytD 
tellect w~~p~al truth-to wit the true Absolute-and the in­
phenom 1c becomes conscious of it transferring to the 

enon as h ' d certitud sue the characteristics of absoluteness an 
giving ~ proper to the Absolute and the Intellect alone, thUS 

~~P~ . M clever th . _osoph1cal endeavours which, though no doU . 
contr~di tnve chiefly on their own inner contradiction. It IS 
as total c ory to base a certitude that demands to be considered 
other 

0
' on th? one hand on the phenomenal order and on the 

intellec: ~yshcal grace while at the same time demanding an 
order m ua acceptance; a certitude belonging to the phenomenal 
the Prin ar ~e derived from a phenomenon, but a certitude of 
the occ:1~)lal order can only come from principles, whatev~r 
certitud Sional cause of the intellection in a given case; tf 

ecansp· f · ' ·d from it i th nng rom mtelligence-and it must be denve 
-this isnb e same degree as the truth to be known is profound 
there. ecause through its fundamental nature it is alreadY 

E!~~: ~~o~~e.r ~ngle we say that, if That which is in itself The 
order-in th~vzms becomes Sacred Phenomenon in a particular 
above all b IS case the human and historical order-that is 
and so a ec~~el the p~edestined receptacle is a collectivity, 
composing ~tu lp e subJect differentiated in the individuals 
· d" . 1 and exte din · · 1 m lVIdualities. th . n g m time and beyond ephemera 
only frorn th t e divergence of points of view is produced 
separated in ~h mome~t when the sacred phenomenon becomes 

e consciOusness of men from the eternal truth it 
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manifests-a truth no longer 'perceived'-and as a result 
certitude becomes 'belief' based exclusively on the phenomenon, 
on the objective divine sign, the external miracle, or-what 
amounts to the same thing--on the principle as grasped by the 
reason and reduced in practice to the phenomenon. When ~he 
sacred phenomenon as such becomes in practice the exclusive 
factor in certitude, the principia! and supra-phenomenal intellect 
is brought down to the level of profane phenomena, as though 
pure intelligence were capable only of relativities and as though 
the 'supernatural' were some arbitrary act of Heaven and not 
in the very nature of thihgs. When we differentiate between 
'substance' and 'accidents' we conclude that phenomena relate 
to the latter and intellect to the former, but of course the re­
ligious phenomenon is a direct or central manifestation of the 
element 'substance', whereas the intellect, in its human 
actualization and from the point of view of expression alone, 
necessarily belongs to the accidentality of this world of forms 
and movements. 

The fact that the intellect is a static ·and permanent grace 
makes it merely 'natural' in the eyes of some, which amounts 
to denying it; in the same order of ideas to deny the intellect 
because not everyone has access to it is just as false as to deny 
grace because not everyone enjoys it. Some would say that 
gnosis is Luciferian and tends to void religion of its content and 
to deny its quality of supernatural gift, but it could just as well 
be said that the attempt to lend a metaphysical absoluteness ~o 
religious concentration on phenomena, or to the exclusivism this 
implies, is a highly ingenious attempt to invert the normal order 
of things by denying-in the name of a certitude drawn from 
the phenomenal order and not from the principia! and intellec­
tual order-the evidence which the intellect bears within itself. 
The intellect is the criterion of phenomena; if the converse is 
also true it is however so in a more indirect sense and in a much 
more relative and external manner. At the beginning of a re­
ligion, or within a religious world that is still homogeneous, the 
problem does not in practice arise. 

The proof of the cognitive transcendence of the intellect lies 
in the fact that, while dependent existentially on Being inas­
much as it is manifested, it can go beyond Being in a certain 
fashion since it is able to define Being as a limitation-for 
creation-of the Divine Essence, which Itself is 'Beyond-Being' 
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. h ther or not the 

or 'Self'. In the same way, to the question w e "d red as 1. · consl e 
intellect can 'place' itself above the re 1g10ns, th re e,cists 
spiritual and historical phenomena, _or whet~er f e n escape 
outside the religions an 'objective' pomt allowmg 0 a is" yes, 

. 1 1" . ' b" t" "t ' the answer . . from a partlcu ar re 1g10us su 1ec IVl Y • . . d ssess 1ts 
certainly, since the intellect can define rehg10n an , ~igion' is 
formal limits; but it is obvious that if by the term :e ·ntellect 
meant the inner infinitude of Revelation, then t e 1 longer 
cannot go beyond it, or rather the question th~n ~0 and is 
arises, for the intellect participates in this infinitu e 5 where 
even identified with it in respect of its intrinsic nature a 
it is most strictly 'itself' and most difficult of acce:s· e ha"e 

In the symbolism of the spider's web, to whiCh ;e radii 
already had occasion to refer in previous wor~s, , alogY'• 
represent essential 'identity' and the circles existential ante waY 
and this demonstrates in a very simple though adequ~ n' and 
the whole difference between the elements of 'inteUectl~er and 
0~ 'phenomena' as well as their solidarity with one anot lernents 
smce, because of this solidarity neither of the twode not to 
h "t lf · ' · or er s ows 1 se m a pure state we could also speak-1n t"nu0115 

1 · f 'con 1 • neg ect any Important shade of meaning-0 · dentitY 
~nalogy' in the case of the former and of 'discontinuous ~at coll' 
m t~e case of the latter. All certainty-and notablY t arises 
cernmg wh~t. is logically and mathematically evident:but it 
fr~m the di~me Intellect, the one and only inteUect~reell of 
anses from It through the existential or phenomenal s wllicb 
reason, or-to be more precise-through the screenstiJlllolls 
separate reason fr · t ul . . . discon b a. 
identity of th o~ I. s trmate Source; It IS the d tbroug. 11j 
number of e sun s hght which, even when ftltere sentiav 
the same li;~ne~ o: coloured glass, always remainS e!n pllello~ 
mena and the P~c?r the ·~ontinuous analogy' bet~~ it iS cle~ 
that the phenom lple which breathes them forth. 1 bOli~es e 
the sun is not G ednon,symbol is not that which i~ sylllce is Jl~~b 

o and th t · . · Jtlsten ~111 
the less an aspect a Is why It sets-ItS e ·sit iS e it 
allows us to call t~ mode of Existence as such;1 tbl n¢sag gb 
in relation to its ont~ an~logy 'continuous' when w~ e altll01l iS 
such terminology hloglcal attachment to pure J?~illg;l ~'(),1.'5 a. 
1 · • ere us d · . vtsiOil '(f 1 . ogLGal)y ,cxmt.ra<}~ct e m a quite pr? J\llalog; 
· -· · ory flml WiC\Gss in \)ract1ce. 
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discontin.uous id:ntity and identity a continuous analogy;I 
once a~am, here IS the whole difference between the sacred or 
symbolic phenomenon and principia! intellection. 2 

, Gnosis. has . been ;eJ?roac~ed with being an exalting of the 
human mtelltgence ; m this last expression the error can be 

caught on the wing, for metaphysically intelligence is, above all 
~n~elligence and nothing el~e; it is only .human to the degree that 
It IS no longer altogether Itself, that IS, when from being sub­
st~nce it has become acci?ent .. For man, and indeed for every 
bemg, there are two relationships to be envisaged: that of the 
'concentric circle' and that of the 'centripetal radius' ;a according 
to the first, intelligence is limited appropriately to a determinate 
existence and then envisaged in so far as it is separated from its 
source or is only a refraction of that source, according to the 
second intelligence is all that it is by its intrinsic nature whatever 
its contingent situation in any particular case. The intelligence 
discernible in plants-to the extent that it is infallible-'is' 
the intelligence of God, the only intelligence there is; this is 
even more clearly true of the intelligence of man, where it is 
capable of loftier equivalences thanks to its being at once 
integral and transcendent. There is but one subject, the 
universal Self and its existential refractions or ramifications 
are either its~lf or not itself according to the relationship 
envisaged. This truth one may either understand or not under­
stand; it cannot be accommodated to everyone's requirements 
of causal relationship just as it is impossible to bring within 
reach of everyone such ideas as that of the 'relatively absol~te' 
or of the metaphysical transparency of phenomena. Pantheists 
would say that 'all is God' with the un~poken thought that. God 
is nothing more than the sum of all thmgs; true metaphysic on 
the contrary says both that 'all is God' ~nd that 'nothing ~s 
God', adding that God is nothing except Himself and that He IS 

1 ld t't two terms and those precisely which show themselves en 1 y presupposes • . . 
I'd t' 1 'I t 11 d 1·rreversib]y· that 1s to say that at the bas1s of an en 1ca -um a era y an · 
a t d . 't th 1·s a single reality, whence the character of analogy. 
pparen 1vers1 y ere . . 'd t 11 d' t' • 

2 0 ld 'f b eaking of 'contmmty acc1 en a y 1scon muons ne cou spec1 y y sp , . . 
a d f 'd' t' •t ent1'ally continuous , the former referrmg to mtellect 

n o 1scon mm y ess b' · 'f t t' 
d h I h to t he symbol, to o Jechve roam es a wn. 

an t e atter to p enomena, . . . 
a H · 1. h h 1 d'fference between analogy and essential Identity, ere1n ws t e w o e 1 

the one being always an aspect of the other. 
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or 'Self'. In the same way, to the question whether or not the 
intellect can 'place' itself above the religions, considered as 
spiritual and historical phenomena, or whether there exists 
outside the religions an 'objective' point allowing of an escape 
from a particular religious 'subjectivity', the answer is: yes, 
certainly, since the intellect can define religion and assess its 
formal limits; but it is obvious that if by the term 'religion' is 
meant the inner infinitude of Revelation, then the intellect 
cannot go beyond it, or rather the question then no longer 
arises, for the intellect participates in this infinitude and is 
even identified with it in respect of its intrinsic nature as where 
it is most strictly 'itself' and most difficult of access. 

In the symbolism of the spider's web, to which we have 
already had occasion to refer in previous works, the radii 
represent essential 'identity' and the circles existential 'analogy', 
and this demonstrates in a very simple though adequate way 
the whole difference between the elements of 'intellection' and 
of 'phenomena' as well as their solidarity with one another and 
since, because of this solidarity, neither of the two elements 
shows itself in a pure state we could also speak-in order not to 
neglect any important shade of meaning-of 'continuous 
analogy' in the case of the former and of 'discontinuous identity' 
in the case of the latter. All certainty-and notably that con­
cerning what is logically and mathematically evident-arises 
from the divine Intellect, the one and only intellect; but it 
arises from it through the existential or phenomenal screen of 
reason, or-to be more precise-through the screens which 
separate reason from its ultimate Source; it is the discontinuous 
identity of the sun's light which, even when filtered through a 
number of panes of coloured glass, always remains essentially 
the same light. As for the 'continuous analogy' bet":e~n ;pheno­
mena and the Principle which breathes the~ fo~th, If 1t I~ clear 
that the phenomenon-symbol is not that which It symbolizes­
the sun is not God and that is why it sets-its existence is none 
the less an aspect or mode of Existence as such;1 this it is which 
allows us to call the analogy 'continuous' when we envisage it 
in relation to its ontological attachment to pure Being, although 
such terminology, here used in a quite provisional way, is 
logically contradictory and useless in practice. Analogy is a 

1 But not, of course, a 'part' of Existence. 
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discontinuous identity and identity a continuous analogy;I 
once again, here is the whole difference between the sacred or 
symbolic phenomenon and principia! intellection. 2 

Gnosis has been reproached with being an exalting of the 
'human intelligence'; in this last expression the error can be 
caught on the wing, for metaphysically intelligence is, above all, 
intelligence and nothing else; it is only human to the degree that 
it is no longer altogether itself, that is, when from being sub­
stance it has become accident. For man, and indeed for every 
being, there are two relationships to be envisaged: that of the 
'concentric circle' and that of the 'centripetal radius' ;3 according 
to the first, intelligence is limited appropriately to a determinate 
existence and then envisaged in so far as it is separated from its 
source or is only a refraction of that source, according to the 
second intelligence is all that it is by its intrinsic nature whatever 
its contingent situation in any particular case. The intelligence 
discernible in plants-to the extent that it is infallible-'is' 
the intelligence of God, the only intelligence there is; this is 
even more clearly true of the intelligence of man, where it is 
capable of loftier equivalences thanks to its being at once 
integral and transcendent. There is but one subject, the 
universal Self, and its existential refractions or ramifications 
are either itself or not itself according to the relationship 
envisaged. This truth one may either understand or not under­
stand; it cannot be accommodated to everyone's requirements 
of causal relationship just as it is impossible to bring within 
reach of everyone such ideas as that of the 'relatively absolute' 
or of the metaphysical transparency of phenomena. Pantheists 
would say that 'all is God' with the unspoken thought that God 
is nothing more than the sum of all things; true metaphysic on 
the contrary says both that 'all is God' and that 'nothing is 
God', adding that God is nothing except Himself and that He is 

1 Identity presupposes two terms, and those precisely which show themselves 
identical-unilaterally and irreversibly: that is to say that at the basis of an 
apparent diversity there is a single reality, whence the character of analogy. 

• One could specify by speaking of 'continuity accidentally discontinuous' 
and of 'discontinuity essentially continuous', the former referring to intellect 
and the latter to phenomena, to the symbol, to objective manifestation. 

a Herein lies the whole difference between analogy and essential identity 
the one being always an aspect of the other. ' 
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nothing of that which is in the world. There are truths only 
expressible through antinomies but this does not at all mean 
that in this case they constitute a philosophical procedure 
which ought to lead to some 'conclusion' or other, for direct 
knowledge stands above the contingencies of reason; vision 
must not be confused with expression. After all truths are 
profound, not because they are difficult to express for one who 
knows them, but because they are difficult to understand for 
one who does not know them; hence the disproportion between 
the simplicity of the symbol and the possible complexity of 
the mental operations. 

To suggest, as. do some, that in gnosis intelligence sets itse!f 
presumptuously m the place of God is to ignore the fact th~t It 
could not within the field of its own nature realize what we nug~t 
call the 'being' of the Infinite; pure intelligence does commum­
cate an adequate and efficacious reflection-or system of reflec­
tions-of it, J:>ut does ~ot directly transmit the divine 'bei_ng' 
itself; were 1t otherwise intellectual knowledge would Im­
mediately identi~y us with its object. The difference between 
belief and gnosis, between elementary religious faith and 
metaphysical .ce:tainty, is comparable to the . ~ifferen~e be­
tween a descnption of a mountain and direct VISIOn of It: the 
second no more ·puts us on the mountain top than does the first, 
but it does inform us about the properties of the mountain and 
the route to follow; let us not however forget that a blind man 
who walks without stopping advances more quickly than a 
normal man who stops at each step. Be this as it may, sight 
identifies the eye w1th light, communicating a correct and 
homogeneous knowled!?e1 and making possible the taking ?f 
short-cuts w:J:lere the .bl~nd would have to feel his way; and this 
should be sa1d even lf 1t displeases those moralistic decriers of 
the intellect who refuse to admit that it too is a grace though 
static and 'naturally supernatural' in its mode.2 Iio~ever, as 

1 To the objection. ~hat even those in whom we recognize the quality of 
traditional ~etaphyslclans ca~ co~tradict one another we would reply that this 
may be so 1n the :field of apphcahons where a man may always be ignorant of 
facts, but ne~er on the plane 0~ pure principles which alone have an absolutely 
decisive beanng, wha~e.ver the~r level. 

z The human condltlon, wit~ all that distinguishes it from animality, is 
likewise such a gr~ce. If there lS here a certain abuse of language, it is meta­
physical tr~th whif ch fdorces us to it, the reality of things not being subject to 
the limitations o wor s. 
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has already been pointed out, intellection is assuredly not the 
whole of gnosis, since this includes the mysteries of union and, 
it might be said, opens out directly on the the Infinite; the 
'uncreated' character of the Sufi in the full sense (e~-Sufi lam 
yukhlaq) a priori concerns only the transpersonal essence of the 
intellect and not that state of absorption in the Reality which 
the intellect makes us 'perceive' or of which it makes us 'aware'. 
Total gnosis goes immensely beyond all that appears in man as 
'intelligence' precisely because it is an incommensurable 
mystery of 'being'; here we have the whole difference, indes­
cribable in human language, between vision and realization; 
in the latter 'seeing' becomes 'being' and our existence is trans­
muted into light. But even ordinary intellectual vision-the 
intellection which reflects, assimilates and discerns without 
necessarily bringing about ontological transmutation-is al­
ready something which goes far beyond mere thought, the 
discursive and 'philosophical' play of the mind. 

Metaphysical or esoteric dialectic moves between the sim­
plicity of symbolism and reflective complexity; now this latter 
-though modern man has difficulty in understanding the point 
--can become more and more subtle without for all that getting 
one inch nearer to truth; in other words a thought may be 
subdivided into a thousand ramifications and fenced round with 
all possible precautions and yet remain external and 'profane', 
for no virtuosity of the potter will transform clay into gold. It 
is possible to conceive of a language a hundred times more 
elaborated than that which is used today, for here no principia! 
limitation intervenes; every formulation is necessarily 'naive' 
in its way and it is always possible to try to enhance it by 
luxuriance of logical or imaginative word-play; and this proves 
on the one hand that elaboration as such adds no essential 
quality to an enunciation, and on the other hand, retrospec­
tively, that the relatively simple enunciations of sages of former 
times were charged with a fullness of meaning which is precisely 
what people today no longer know how to discern and the 
existence of which they are indeed very ready to deny. It is not 
an elaboration of thought pressed to the point of absurdity 
which can lead us to the heart of reality; those who think to 
proceed on this pl~n~ by investigations an? gropings, scrutiniz­
ing things and we1ghmg them up, have failed to grasp that we 
cannot subject all orders of knowledge to the same 'regimen' of 
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logic and experiment and that there are realities which are 
either understood at a glance or else not understood at all. 

Not unconnected with what has just been said is the question 
of the two wisdoms, the one metaphysical and the other 
mystical; it would be entirely wrong to take certain mystical 
or 'unitive' formulations as authority for denying the legitimac_Y 
of intellectual definitions, wrong at any rate for anyone who 1s 
himself outside the special state in question, for in fact it does 
come about that certain contemplatives, speaking in the na~e 
of direct experience, reject doctrinal formulations, these havmg 
become for them 'words', which does not always prevent them 
from putting forward other formulations of the same order and 
having in the event the same value.l Here we must avoid 
confusing the strictly intellectual or doctrinal plane, which has 
all the legitimacy and so all the efficacy conferred on it by the 
nature of things, with the plane of inner experience, the plane 
of ontological 'perceptions' or of the 'perfumes' or 'savours' of 
the mysteries; it would be quite as wrong as to dispute the 
adequacy of a map because one had undertaken an actual 
journey or, for example, to pretend, because one had travelled 
from North to South, that the Mediterranean was at the top 
and not at the bottom as shown on the map. 

Metaphysics has as it were two grand dimensions, the one 
·~sc~n~ng' and dealing with universal principles and the 
d1stmctwn between the Real and the illusory, and the ot?e~ 
:descending' and dealing on the contrary with the 'divine h~e 
m creaturely situations, and thus with the fundamental and 
secret 'divinity' of beings and of things, for 'all is Atmti'; the 
first dimension can be called 'static' and is related to the first 
Shahtidah and to 'extinction' (Janti), to 'annihilation' (istihltik), 
whereas the second has a 'dynamic' air and is related to the 
second Shahadah and to 'permanence' (baqti). By comparison 
with the first dimension the second is mysterious and para­
doxical, seeming at certain points to contradict the first, and 
again, it is like a wine with which the Universe becomes in­
toxicated; but it must never be lost sight of that this second 
dimension is already implicitly contained within the first­
even as the second Shahtidah is derived from the first, to wit 

1 In. Tile Tra_n~cendent Unity of Religions a characteristic of this kind was 
noted m the Rualat el-AIIadiyah ('Treatise on The Unity') attributed, rightly 
or wrongly, to Ibn Arabi but in any case depending directly on his doctrine. 
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from the 'point of intersection' illa-so that static, 'elementary' 
or 'separative' metaphysics is sufficient unto itself and does not 
merit any reproach from those who savour the intoxicating 
paradoxes of the unitive experience. That which in the first 
Slzahadah is the word illa will be in the first metaphysics the 
concept of universal causality: we start out from the idea that 
the world is false since the Principle alone is real, but since we 
are in the world we add the reservation that the world reflects 
God; and it is from this reservation that the second metaphysics 
springs forth and according to its point of view the first is like 
an insufficient dogmatism. Here in a sense we see the con­
frontation of the perfections of incorruptibility and of life: the 
one cannot be had without the other, and it would be a per­
nicious 'optical error' to despise doctrine in the name of 
realization, or to deny the latter in the name of the former. 
However, since the first error is more dangerous than the 
second-the second moreover hardly arises in pure meta­
physics and, if it does, consists in overestimating the 'letter' of 
the doctrine in its formal particularism-we would recall this 
saying of Christ; for the glory of doctrine: 'Heaven and earth 
shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away.' The Hindu, 
or Hindu and Buddhist, theory of the upayas perfectly takes 
account of these dimensions of the spiritual realm: concepts 
are true according to the levels to which they relate; it is 
possible to go beyond them, but they never cease to be true at 
their own level, and that level is an aspect of Absolute Reality. 

In the sight of the Absolute, envisaged as pure Self and 
unthinkable Aseity, metaphysical doctrine is assuredly tinged 
with relativity, but it none the less offers absolutely sure 
reference points and 'adequate approximations' such as the 
human spirit could not do without; and this is what the simpli­
fiers who pursue the 'concrete' are incapable of understanding. 
Doctrine is to the Truth what the circle or the spiral is to the 
centre. 

The idea of the 'subconscious' is susceptible, not only of a 
psychological and lower interpretation, but also of a spiritual, 
higher, and consequently purely qualitative interpretation. It 
is true that in this case one should speak of the 'supra-conscious' 
but the fact is that the supra-conscious has also an aspect that 
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· d' · sness JUst 
1s 'subterranean' in relation to our or mary conscwu. 's 
as the heart resembles a submerged sanctuary whtch, .YIDt. · . th f h k to um Ive 
bohcally speaking reappears on e sur ace t an s t . . , llows us o 
reahzahon; it is this subterranean aspect that a . , . f , . . 1 bconscious 
speak-m a provisional way-o a spmtua su 1 . the ower, 
wh1ch must never for one rnornent be taken to mean. . 'd 1 . t' d . f ndtVl ua s 
Vltal psyche, the passive and chao 1c reammg o 1 

and collectivities. . fllled of 
This spiritual subconscious, ~s here understo_od. ~s .fo fashion; 

all that the intellect contains 1n a latent and 1mphC1t 1 that is 
now the intellect 'knows' throu~h its very substan~e al through 
capable of being known and, hke t~e blood flowing e egos of 
even the tiniest arteries of the body, 1t traverses all tb, n the 
which the universe is woven and opens out 'verticallY ~ich is 
Infinite. In other words: the intellective centre of man.;,d, but 
m practlce 'subconscious', has knowledge, not only of us to 
also of man's nature and his destiny;1 and this enab.1t~tation 
present Revelation as a 'supernaturally natural' rna~ e 1 and 
of that which the human species 'knows', in its vtrtu; God. 
submerged omniscience, both about itself an~ abO~wa~e~~ 
!hus the Prophetic phenomenon appears as a k1nd of tbat IS 

mg, on the human plane, of the universal consciousness pening 
present everywhere in the cosmos in varying degrees of 0 ·nging 
up or of slumber. But as humanity is diverse, this upsP~ential 
of knowledge is also diverse, not in respect of itS es of tbe 
~?nt~nt but in respect of its form, and this is an aspec~ 'sub~ 
mstu~ct of self-preservation' of collectivities or of tbeldr to itS 
consc10 • · o:n us Wisdom; for the saving truth must corresp p. one 
r';""ptacles, it must be intelligible and effi.cacious for ••\ tJie 
?5 ~em. In Revelation it is always in the last analY~1)l!laJI 

e which speaks and as its Word is eternal, the :not 
receptacles 'tran 1 t , . , . ,ture, . s a e 1t-at their root and by their :n"" ·cular 
consc10usly 0 d lib artt spatial d t r e erately-into the language of ? :nesses 

an emporal conditions2 ; individualized consctouS 
lTh ~~ 

e predictions not 0 · a sta. of 
trance, are explain~d b n~y of the prophets but also of shaxnans 10 od s

0 

'knowing'; the sh y thls cosmic homogeneity of the intelligence, a osciouS 
h

. aman knows h t . bCO . os 
w 1ch contains facts p t ow o put h1mself in contact with a su regl0 

of the world beyond as and future, and sometimes penetrates into tlle 2~ • ~ 
. s means that the 'tr . , v-ie\\' 

a glVen human receptacle· ~n~latlOn is already wrought in God witll a od, bUt 
God who predisposes th ' t lS not the receptacle which deterxnines ?' (SaO' 

e recepta 1 I · tlon c e. n the case of indirect insplra 
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are so many veils which filter and adapt the blinding light f 
unconditioned _Con?ciousness, of the Self.l For Suiic gnosis t;e 
whol~ of _creatiOn IS ~ play, with infinitely varied and subtle 
comb_mati?ns, of cosmic receptacles and divine unveilings. 

!his obJect of these co~siderations is, not to add one specu­
lation to other speculatiOns, but to give the reader some 
inkling-even if every mentality is not satisfied-that the 
phenomenon of religion, wholly supernatural though it is by 
definition, has also a 'natural' side to it which in its own way 
guarantees the truthfulness of the phenomenon; by this we 
mean that religion--or wisdom-is connatural with man and 
that man would not be man were there not included in his 
nature a field of flowering for the Absolute, or again that he 
would not be man-'the image of God'-if his nature did not 
allow him to become conscious, despite his 'petrifaction' and 
through it, of all that 'is' and so also of all that is in his ultimate 
interest. Thus Revelation manifests all the intelligence that 
virginal things possess and is by analogy assimilable-though 
on an immeasurably higher level-to the infaiiibility which 
directs birds on their migration to the South and draws plants 
towards the light; 2 it is all that we know in the virtual plenitude 
of our being, and it is also all that we love and all that we are. 

Before the loss of the harmony of Eden primor_dial m~ s_aw 
things from within, in their substantiality and m the divme 
Unity; after the Fall he no longer saw ~hem except exte~nally 
and in their accidentality, and so outside God. Adam Is. t~e 
spirit (ruh) or the intellect (' aql) and Eve the soul (nafs); It Is 

· · · f the sacred commentaries-which must not be con-
sknt: smrttz)-the ?as~ 0 h t ") th part played by the receptacle is not simply 
fused with 'Revelat~on. (s me z ' e th t 't 'interprets' according to the Spirit existential, but active m the sense a 1 .. 

, . · • d'rectly from the Spmt. 
instead of rece~vmg 1 t t d grees according to whether it is a case 

1 They do so m two ways or a wo e . . . 
. t d · · e or sapientia1 msp1rat10n. 

of direct or ind1rec • ~vm . 1 to the intuition which leads believers to 
2 The allusion here IS not 51J:~ ~ the 'natural supernature' of the human 

follow the heavenly Message, . u .0 the same way as in nature a given con­
species which attracts Reve~atwns t t As for the 'natura11y supernatural'­
tainer attracts a co::re~pondi~!h~~: c~X:U~s to the same thing-it may be added 
or the converse, which m the t example in relation to the Inte11ect: 
that the Angels form a complemen 1a~ the Holy Spirit 1·ust as the Intellect , b' t' • channe s >Or · 
the Angels are the o 1ec Ive k' ds of channel are moreover merged m 
is its 'subjective' cha~me111; t~?sep t:~se~~hrough Er-Ruk, the Spirit. 
the sense that every mte ec IOn 
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through the soul-'horizontal' complement of the 'vertical' 
spirit and existential pole of pure intelligence-or through ~he 
will that the movement towards exteriorization and dispersiOn 
came; the tempter serpent, which is the cosmic genius of this 
movement, cannot act directly on the intelligence and so mu~1i 
seduce the will, Eve. When the wind blows over a perfectly sti. 
lake the sun's reflection is disturbed and broken up, and it IS 
thus that the loss of Eden was brought about, thus that the 
d~v_ine re~ection w.as broken up. The Way m.eans ~eturn tot~~ 
VISion enJoyed by mnocence, to the inward dimension where 
things die and are reborn in the divine Unity-in that Abs~l~te 
which, with its concomitances of equilibrium and inviolabihtl' 
is the whole content of the human condition and the who e 
reason for its existence. 

And this innocence is also the 'childhood' which 'takes n:, 
h~ed for the m~rrow'. The Sufi is the 'son of the rn?m~nof 
(~bn el-waqt), which means first of all that he is consciOU . 5 
t 't d '. ' ' h emain e erni Y an that through h1s 'remembrance of God e r 5 

· th 't' 1 t · t mean m e Ime ess instant' of 'heavenly actuality'; bu I . e in 
also and consequentially, that he keeps himself all the tim nt 
the divine Will, that is to say, he realizes that the p~s:ire 
moment is what God wants of him; therefore he will not :side 
to be .'~efo~e' o~ 'after' or to enjoy that whi~h is ii_I facte 0:elong 
the divme now -that irreplaceable instant m which w wbeil 
concretely to God and which is indeed the only instant 
we can in fact want to belong to Him. 
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('~biid~lt) of God, the bringing intelligence-will into full accord 
With Its 'content' and divine prototype.! 

The quintessence of adoration-and so, in a certain sense 
adoration as such-is to believe that lei ilahci illa 'Llcih and, a~ 
a ~o~sequence, th~t Muhammadun rasultt 'Llalz. The proof of 
this IS that accordmg to Islamic dogma and within its 'radius 
of jurisdiction', a. rna~ is only certa~y damned by reason of 
the absence of this faith. The Moslem Is not ipso facto damned 
because he does not pray or does not fast; he may indeed be 
prevented from doing so and in certain physical conditions 
women are exempted from these requirements; nor is he 
necessarily ~amned because he does not pay the tithe: the poor 
-and especially beggars-are exempted from it, which is at 
least an indication of a certain relativity both in this and in the 
preceding cases. Still more clearly a man is not damned through 
the mere fact of not having accomplished the Pilgrimage; the 
mttslim is only bound to make the Pilgrimage if he is able to do 
so; as for the holy war, it is not always being waged and, even 
when it is, the sick, invalids, women and children are not bound 
to participate in it. But a man is necessarily damned-still 
within the framework of Islam or else in a transposed sense­
for not believing that lii ilaha illci 'Llcih and that Muhammadun 
rasulu 'Ltiih ;2 this law knows no exception, for it is identified 
in a way with that which makes the very meaning of the human 
condition. Thus it is indisputably this faith which constitutes 
the quintessence of Islam; an? it is t~e 'sin~e~ty' (ikhlci~) of 
this faith or this acceptance which constitutes thsan or ta~awwuf. 
In other words· it is strictly conceivable that a muslim who had, 
for example, all his life omitted to pray or to fast, might des~ite 
everything be saved and that for ~e~sons that elude us but which 
would count in the eyes of the Divme Mercy; on the other hand 
it is inconceivable that a man who denied that lei ilaha illii 
'Lliih should be saved since this negation would quite clearly 
deprive him of the very q~ality of muslim, and so of the con-

ditio sine qua non of salva~wn. . . . . 
Now the sincerity of faith also Implies Its depth, according 

1 Th Sh "kh El-All oui following the current terminology of the Sufis, 
e ai a • ··n '( -bk)h ·t d "fi th t th b · ·ng of illsiin is vig ance muraqa a w ereas I s en speci es a e egmni _ 

is 'direct contemplation' (muskalladah). . . , . . 
s In the climate of Christianity it would be said that this was the sm agamst 

the Holy Ghost'. 
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spirit and c. soul-.-'horizontal' compl ' 
will that t~:Istcntial pole of pure intel~~ent of the 'vertical'' 
came. th movement towards ext . ~ nee-or through the' 

• e te enonzat· · movemen rnpter serpent, which is the IO-? and .dispersion , 
seduce t, c.annot act directly on the i co.smic gemus of this , 
hkc th the Wlll, Eve. \Vhen the wind bl ntelligence and so must , 

< e su I • ows ov ~ tl • th n s reflectwn is disturb d er a penec y still , 
d. ~s that the loss of Eden was br~ a;:d broken up, and it is , 
~V:lne reflection was broken u Theug t about, thus that the , 

VISIOn enjoyed by 1·nn t p.t h . Way means return to the 
th · ocence o e Inwa d d. . , 

Ings die and a b . th d. . < r Imenswn where all 
which wi . re re o~n m e Ivme Unity-in that Absolute ' 
is the' w th Its concomitances of equilibrium and inviolability, , 

h~le content of the human condition d the whole 
reason for Its existence. an 

And th· · h IS mnocence is also the 'childhood' which 'takes no 
_eed for the morrow'. The Sufi is the 'son of the moment' 

(tbn e_l-waqt), which means, first of all, that he is conscious of 
?tcrn1ty and that through his 'remembrance of God' be remains 
In the 'timeless instant' of 'heavenly actuality'; but it mea~s 
also and consequentially, that he keeps himself all the time m 
the divine Will that is to say, he realizes that the present 
moment is what' God wants of him; therefore he will not desire 
to be 'before' or 'after' or to enjoy that which is in fact outside 
the divine 'now'-that irreplaceable instant in which we belong 
concretely to God and wl1ich is in~eed the only instant when 
we can in fact want to belong to H1m. 

. · but one ' 
. . we wish to give a concise summary, , , 

At this pomt . what fundamentally constitutes t~e 
as exact as possible, of t·rne this conclusion of the book will , 
Way' in Islam. At _the s~~~t:ictly Quranic and Mubammedan , 
once more undedwe t 1 . , 

character of the Sufi~1 ~~[s· crucial fact: . ta~awz:;uf, hco;n~~~C: , 
First let us re~~ ith ihstin and ~!tsan IS. t a dost , 

according to tr~~~I~~ jF'thoU ?idst :e~:;;~j: Jfi!h~:tbing ' 
sbouldest _adore t Ife seeth t~~e . Ih;a(mukhtisah) 'adoration' , 
not see !fun, ye r.&ectly sincere . . . bl , 

h the pe l' . d n wevtta e 
other t an h"cb were always possible ~n ;"~he intrinsic 

. rrowings, w. 1 of Greece, add nothmg 0 

1 The dialecttca:a~~ with the wts!o:fgbt on it . 
.,.c; a result of con f. but onlV tbrO 

· - -L lasawwu ' IS4 
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('~btid~h)' of God, the bringing intelligence-will into full accord 
w1th Its ~ontent' and divine prototype. I 

The qmntessence of adoration-and so I·n a rt . 
d f . ' ce am sense 

a ora wn as such-Is to believe that la ilaha illa 'Liah and, a~ 
a ~o~sequence, that Muhammadun rasulu 'Llah. The proof of 
thiS IS that according to Islamic dogma and within ·t ' eli 
f · · d" · , 1 s ra us 

o JUriS 1chon, a. rna~ is only certainly damned by reason of 
the absence of this fa1th. The Moslem is not ipso facto damned 
because he does no~ pray or do_es not fast; he may indeed be 
prevented from domg so and m certain physical conditions 
women _are exempted from these requirements; nor is he 
necessarily ~amned because he does not pay the tithe: the poor 
-and e:pecially beggars-are exempted from it, which is at 
least an mdication of a certain relativity both in this and in the 
preceding cases. Still more clearly a man is not damned through 
the ~er_e fact of not having accomplished the Pilgrimage; the 
mztshm IS only bound to make the Pilgrimage if he is able to do 
so; as for the holy war, it is not always being waged and, even 
when it is, the sick, invalids, women and children are not bound 
to participate in it. But a man is necessarily damned-still 
within the framework of Islam or else in a transposed sense­
for not believing that lei ilaha z"llti 'Ltah and that Muhammadun 
rasulu 'Lltih ;2 this 1a w knows no exception, for it is identified 
in a way with that which makes the very meaning of the human 
condition. Thus it is indisputably this faith which constitutes 
the quintessence of Islam; and it is the 'sincerity' (ikhlti~) of 
this faith or this acceptance which constitutes ihsan or ta~awwuf. 
In other words; it is strictly conceivable that a muslim who had, 
for example, all his life omitted to pray or to fast, might despite 
everything be saved and that for ~e~sons that elude us but which 

auld count in the eyes of the DIVIDe Mercy; on the other hand 
~ is inconceivable that a man who denied that la ilaha illa 
~ Llah should be saved since ~his negatio_n would quite clearly 

d rive him of the very quality of mushm, and so of the con-
ep . 

ditio sine qua non of salva~wn. . . . . 
Now the sincerity of faith also Implies Its depth, according 

1 The Shaikh El-Alla~ui, fol_lo~in? ;h.e. curre~t ter~inology of the. Sufis, 
•11 that the beginnmg of zllsa11 1s vigilance (muraqaball) whereas 1ts end 

spec1 es 
. 'direct contemplation' (muslliilladall) · . . , . . 
15 

1 In the climate of Christianity it would be sa1d that this was the sm agamst 

the Holy Ghost'. 
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(o a Jll'Ln'. ANDING ISLA'1 

· ' 5 capacit · " vr Jcatl()Jl.I \\r. Y. and to speak of . · ' mu ·t capac1t · 
a roo wt..J 1 ig•·I t s understand to the Y Is to speak of 
t.Jwrr: is IJIJ I- 1 , _not to a degree that \\re same degree that we 

· J()SS 1 ·1· . . are sod>J'd an 
1 

1" 1ty of bndgmg the ga b not so and where 
also tt·acl .1. ~Jw kvd of the- ob]·cct t' pb etween the knowing 

.Hsnl. o ck . rnust 'lovl·' (,. 1 Joth the Old and theN nown. The Btble · Jod · ew Te t h t 
lw t:xclu(k I f w.1th all our faculties· s . s aments, t a we 

I 
1 

rom tl · ' 0 mtelli Id 
c ,aractooriz . . liS, the more so since 't . . gcnce con not 
Free will ,cs man and distingut"sh h"I IS mtelligence which 

would b · · cs •m fro · 1 Man is c mconccivable apart fr . m the amma s. 
· made of · t om mtelligence 

thcrdorc cap 
1 1 

In cgntl or transcendent · t II' · d 
intuition-· ~' e of abstraction just as well 

10 
fe Jgence-an anu of free will and th t . as o suprasensory 

a way, a doctrine d ' 1 d a f1s.why there is a truth and 
. _ an a met 10 a a1th and · ~man and an i l - .

1 
_ . ' a submission. an 

t 

. f 1 s am; ' ,sa11, be!Ug the perfection and the final 
wo, IS at t e same time m them and above them. 

crm o t 1csc t · h · . It can a! so he said that there is an iii sti11 because there is in man 
sorrwtiHng which calls for totality, or something absolute or 

The quintessence of the truth is discemment between the wfmitc. 
contingent and the Absolute; and the quintessence of the way 
is perman"nt consciousness of Absolute Reality. NoW to say 
'quintessence' is to saY 'ihsii11'· in the spiritual conteJ<l pere 

10 

qucstJon. . Man. as ]las just been said, is made of intelligence and will: 
so he is made of understandings and virtues, of things he 101°ws 
and things he does, or in other words of what ne. knows and 
what he is. The understandings are prefigured rn the firsift · · the second; that rs whY tafaw1JiU 

sfta/tlidaft and the V.lrtueS Ill eJ{ ouncJing a metaphysic or by 
can be d_cscnbed erther '7Th[ second Shaluidah is iJl ess""ce 
corruncntlllg o? the vrrtue ~f which it is onlY a prolongatJOn, 
·den tifiabl e WIth the first' d J1l err tallY identrfiable wrth trnths ~ t as the virtues are fun a tbetU· The first Shahatia/1-~ai 
J u~ arc in a sense derived fr?Jll· ial truth; tbe second S/1?"• • 

1 

~nf G d~enunciates everY princifes evert fundamental vrrtue. 
o o t f the prophel..-enunCla foJloWS: that of the Essence 

~t)la o . tbs are as 'J'hC essential trU tb;, Jo•el that we woold -~ 
f 

ofll us o:n. . f ·t d because o 

ot ,,qoit< ' '"coo'""' o ' an eD"" 

'Jlo-"'"er. Go"- do"'," od pot'"' bee••" • .,, God b«' ,-eqoU<' onlY 

1 
"ool we coo'""' o • dgit5 ci•"''1 te•' 

t le t> . tlle J3hagava f succesS· 
itS trutll• a5 isll fo! lac!! o 6 

, noe' oot poll !5 
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divi~e and 'one' (Diza""t, Ayadiyah in the sense of the 'non­
dua~ty' of the. V:danta); t?en the truth of Being which creates 
(Khaltq), a Pnnc1ple that IS also 'one'-but in the sense of an 
'a.ffirm~tio~· an? ?Y virtu~ of an 'auto-determination' (Wahi­
dtyah, sohtude , one~~ss )-and comprising, if not 'parts',! 
at least aspects or quahties. 2 On the hither side of the principial 
or divine realm there is on the one hand the macrocosm with 
its 'archangelic' and 'quasi-divine' centre Ruh, 'Spirit', and on 
the other hand, at the extreme periphery of its deployment that 
coagulation-of universal Substance-which we call 'matter' 
and which is for us the outer shell, at once innocent and deadly, 
of existence. 

As for the essential virtues, which we have treated of else­
where though they must also figure in this final summing up, 
they are the perfections of 'fear', 'love' and 'knowledge', or in 
other words those of 'poverty', 'generosity' and 'sincerity'; in 
a sense they make up islam as the truths make up iman, their 
deepening-or their qualitative final term-constituting the 
nature or the fruit itself of ihsiin. Again, it could be said that 
the virtues consist fundamentally in fixing oneself in God 
according to a king of symmetry or triadic rhythm, fixing 
oneself in Him 'now', 'here' and 'thus'; but these images can 
also replace one another, each being sufficient in itself. 

The Sufi remains in the timeless 'present' where there are no 
longer regrets or fears; he remains at the limitless 'centre' 

h the Outer and the inner are blended or outpassed; or 
w ere , . I' 't , f . . I 
again, his 'secret' is the perfect .• srmf! ICill~Toh tevehryh~rFa 
S b t Being only 'what he IS he IS a a w Ic IS . 

u s ance. . . · di · 'bil't Th 
The simplicity of a substance 1~ Its If .~~~ I y. f ll e s~f 

holism here evoked perhaps reqwres c ~n ymg as o ows: 1 
d't' of bodily existence are trme, space, substance the con I Ions d b h 

· t · 1 or has become such form an num er, t e that IS rna ena ' h 
d matter form and number-are t e content three last-name - ' b · 'd 

t tl·me and space. Form and num er comci e of the first wo-

t ry to the indivisiblity and non-associability of the 
1 For that would be con ra 

Principle. ,. . tence'-He is beyond Existence-but He can be said to 
a God is not 10 ~xis . ncerned to underline the evident fact that He is 
, · 'stent' If one IS co · f G d th t H · be not meXI . 'existent' In no case can it be saxd o o a e Is 

'real' without bemg . t · t' inasmuch as He does not depend on the 
t • He is 'non-exts en H' tr d 

'inexisten ; . b t , on-inexistent' inasmuch as IS anscen ence . t' 1 domam, u n . 
existen lxa ld not involve any privation. 
evident Y cou 
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tion to the mind. Intelligence enlightened by the Shahadah has 
in the last analysis but one single object or content, Allah, other 
objects or contents being considered only in function of Him 
or in relation to Him, so that the multiple becomes as it were 
plunged in the One; and the same is true of the will, according 
to what God may bestow on the creature. The 'remembrance' 
of God is logically a function of the rightness of our idea of 
God and of the depth of our comprehension: Truth, to the degree 
that it is essential and that we understand it, takes possession 
of our whole being and little by little transforms it according 
to a discontinuous and unforeseeable rhythm. Becoming 
crystallized in us It 'makes Itself what we are in order to make 
us what It is'. The manifestation of Truth is a mystery of Love, 
just as, conversely, the content of Love is a mystery of Truth. 

In all these considerations it has been our aim not to give 
a picture of Moslem esotericism in its historical deployment, 
but to bring it to its most elemental positions by connecting it 
with the very roots of Islam which of necessity are its own. 
It was not so much a matter of recapitulating what Sufism may 
have said as of saying what it is and has never ceased to be 
through all the complexity of its developments. This way of 
looking at things has enabled us-perhaps to the detriment of 
the apparent coherence of this book-to dwell at some length 
on meeting points with other traditional perspectives and also 
on the structure of what is-around us as well as within us­
both divinely human and humanly divine. 
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in a sense, and on the plane in question, with matter, of which 
they ~re respe~tively the outer determinations of quality and 
quantity; the mner corresponding determinations are on the 
one hand the nature of the materia envisaged and on the other 
hand its extent. Like the idea of 'substance' the four other 
concepts of an existential condition can be applied beyond the 
sensory field; they are not terrestrial accidents but reflections 
of universal structures. 

If man is will, God is Love; if man is intelligence, God is 
Truth. If man is will fallen and powerless, God is redeeming 
Love; if man is intelligence darkened and gone astray, God is the 
illuminating Truth which delivers; for it is in the nature of 
knowledge-the bringing of intelligence to the level of truth­
to render pure and free. The divine Love saves by 'making 
Itself' what we are, it 'descends' in order to 'raise up'; the divine 
Truth delivers by giving back to the intellect Its 'supernaturally 
natural' object and so also its first purity, that is to say by 
'recalling' that the Absolute alone 'is', that contingency 'is 
not' or that on the contrary 'it is not other than the Absolute' 
in respect of pure Existence and also, in certain cases, in respect 
of pure Intelligence or 'Consciousness' and in respect of strict 

Analogy. 
Analogy or Symbolism concerns all manifestation of qualities; 

Consciousness concerns man inasmuch as he can intellectually 
go beyond himself, his spirit ?pening out in the .Ab~olute; as 
for Existence it concerns all thmgs-whether qualitative or not 

nd whether conscious or not-by the simple fact that they are 
a parated from nothingness, it might be said. Phenomena are 
~e "ther God nor other than He': they possess nothing of them-
nlei neither existence nor positive attributes; they are 

se ves, . . b th. · · Iities 'eroded' man Illusory manner y no mgness-
diVIne qua · fi · d f · 1 . If 1·stent-by reason of the m mtu e o umversa 
Itse non-ex 
Possibility. "f Him If T th 

Sh h -aah by which Allah roam ests se as ru , 
The a a ' · · 1 d •t If first of all to the mtelligence, but a so, an as a 

addresses I se · · h" h · h "11 
t o that extension of mtelhgence w IC IS t e WI • 

consequence, 1 · f th When the intelligence grasps the fundamenta mearung o, e 

h -d h ·t distinguishes the Real from the non-real, or Sub-
Sha a a 1 ·11 · · th" ' f m 'accidents'· when the WI m Its turn grasps IS 
stance ro ' .. 

Illil. g it becomes attached to the Real, to the diVIDe 
sa~~a · 'Substance'; it becomes concentrated and lends Its concentra-
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tion to the mind. Intelligence enlightened by the Shaluidah has 
in the last analysis but one single object or content, Allah, other 
objects or contents being considered only in function of Him 
or in relation to Him, so that the multiple becomes as it were 
plunged in the One; and the same is true of the will, according 
to what God may bestow on the creature. The 'remembrance' 
of God is logically a function of the rightness of our idea of 
God and of the depth of our comprehension: Truth, to the degree 
that it is essential and that we understand it, takes possession 
of our whole being and little by little transforms it according 
to a discontinuous and unforeseeable rhythm. Becoming 
crystallized in us It 'makes Itself what we are in order to make 
us what It is'. The manifestation of Truth is a mystery of Love, 
just as, conversely, the content of Love is a mystery of Truth. 

In all these considerations it has been our aim not to give 
a picture of Moslem esotericism in its historical deployment, 
but to bring it to its most elemental positions by connecting it 
with the very roots of Islam which of necessity are its own. 
It was not so much a matter of recapitulating what Sufism may 
have said as of saying what it is and has never ceased to be 
through all the complexity of its developments. This way of 
looking at things has enabled us-perhaps to the detriment of 
the apparent coherence of this book-to dwell at some length 
on meeting points with other traditional perspectives and also 
on the structure of what is-around us as well as within us­
both divinely human and humanly divine. 
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