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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

’ 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

IsLaMm is the meeting between God as such and man as such.

od as such: that is to say God envisaged, not as He mani-
fested Himself in a particular way at a particular time, but
lndependently 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
being needing a miracle to save him, but as man, a theomorphic
being 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 @ prior: 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. These
two doctrines of the Absolute and of man are respectively to be
found in the two ‘testimonies’ of the Islamic faith, the first
(La ilaha ilia ’Liah) concerning God and the second (Muham-
madun’ rasilw *Llah) concerning the Prophet.

13




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 priors will, or, more exactly, he is will corrupted; clearly the
intelligence is not denied, but it is taken into consideration
only as an aspect of will; man is will and in man will is intelli-
gent; when the will 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 Shahddah—determines
the intelligence, and the Islamic Law—the Shari’ah—deter-
mines the will; in Islamic esotericism—the Tarigah—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 1nte111gence 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 the gift of speech be-
cause he alone among earthly creatures is ‘made in the i lmage
of God’ in a direct and integral manner; now, if it is this theo-
morphism which, thanks to a divine impulsion, brings about
salvation or deliverance, speech has its part to play as well as
mtelhgence 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

14



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 (saldf) directed
towards the Kaaba and the ‘mentioning of God’ (dhikru ’Liah)
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-¢sl@m, 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 manina
collective sense; speech is communication with God and is
essentially prayer and invocation. When seen from this angle
Islam recalls to man 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-imdn (the ‘Faith’),
el-islam (the ‘Law’, literally, ‘submission’) and el-thsan (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-imdn is certainty of
the Absolute and of the attachment of all things to the Absolute;
el-islim—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-shsan 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-Rahz), 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 absolute) outside the only Divinity,
(or Reality, or Absolute)’ (La ilaha ill@ ’Llah), and ‘Muhammaq
(the ‘‘Glorified”, the Perfect) is the Envoy (the mouthpiece
the intermediary, the manifestation, the symbol) of thé
Divinity’ (Muhammadun Rasdlu ' Llah); these are the first anq
the second ‘Testimonies’ (Shakiddat) of the faith.

Here we are in the presence of two assertions, two certitudeg
two levels of reality: the Absolute and the relative, Cause any
effect, God and the world. Islam is the religion of certitude an
equilibrium, as Christianity is the religion of love and sacrificg
By this we mean, not that religions have monopolies but thg,
each lays stress on one or other aspect of truth. Islam seeks to
implant certitude—its unitary faith stands forth as somethin
manifestly clear without in any way renouncing mystery1\§
and is based on two axiomatic certainties, one concerning th
Principl.e, which is both Being and Beyond-Being, and the otheQ
concerning manifestation, both formal and supraformal: thub
itisa ma’fter on the one hand of ‘God’—or of ‘The Godhead’ j
the sense in which Eckhart used that term—and on the other o
‘Earth’ ,and ‘Heaven’. The first of these certainties is that ‘Go
alone is’ and the second that ‘all things are attached to God’g

1 Mystery is as it were the inner infinity of i
exhaust the former. infinity of certitude and the latter could th

2 These two relationships are also expressed in the followj i
. i e 14 T 3 wing formula 1n t
Quran: Verily we are God’s (inna litLahi) and verily unto ng(;n we retupl:ﬁ

16




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
Shahddah, therefore enunciates, first a causality and then a
finality, the former particularly concerning the world and the
second concerning man.!
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 Shahddah is the formula of
discernment or ‘abstraction’ ({anzih) while the second is the
formula of integration or ‘analogy’ (fashbih): in the first
Shahddah the word ‘divinity’ (¢lah)—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 Shahddah designates the world in-
asmuch as it is real because nothing can be outside God; in
certain respects all is He. Realizing the first Shahddak means
first of all—‘first of all’ because this Siahddah 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 Skakidda’ 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 Skahddah 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-inna ilayhi raji’an). The Basmalah, the formula: ‘In the Name of God the
infinitely Good, the ever Merciful’ (Bismi 'LlGhi 'Ryahmani ’Rrahim) equally
expresses the attachment of all things to the Principle.

1 Or again, the cause or origin is in the word raszl (Envoy) and the finality
in the word Muhammad (Glorified). The 7is@lak (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’vaj (the ‘night journey’)
thus prefiguring the end of man.

2 ‘First of all’ meaning in this case that in the final analysis this Skakadah,
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 17




UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

existence and on the other in respect of the perfections of mode
or expression.!

1f Islam merely sought to teach that there is only one God and
not two or more, it would have no persuasive force. In fact it
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 b
an infiete.rminate vocational space into which he can plun g
bringing into play his faith and his heroism; by contrast tgh’
Islamic system of ‘external’ and clearly laid down prescriptio :
seems to him the expression of a mediocrity ready to make nlsl
ki.nds of concessions and incapable of any soaring flight: Mosh:l
virtue seems to him in theory—he is ignorant of its practi(:ern
to be something artificial and empty. The outlook of the Mos] m
is very different: he sees before him—before his intellj eern
which chqoses the One—not a space for the will such as \%oml:g
seem to him a temptation to individualistic adventuring bu‘i
system qf channels divinely predisposed for the equilib1:ium oa;
§us vohtlye 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 llbf:ra}tlng contemplation of the Immutable, from the
uncertaintics and turbulence of the ego. To sum up: if the atti-
tude of equilibrium which Islam seeks and realizes appears in

Christian cyes as a calculating mediocrity incapable of reaching

1In connection with Ibn Arabi a Spanish scholar has spoken of ‘islam
cristianizado’: this is to lose sight of the fact that the dgctnne of the Shazkl;
¢l-akbar was essentially Mohammadan and was in particular even 2 sort O

commentary on Muhammadun rasalu 'Llah in the meaning of the Vedantic
sayings: ‘all things are Atma’ and ‘That art thou’.

18



ISLAM

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-Hallaj and Ibn ’Arabi on the contrary did no
more than carry the possibilities of Islam to their highest
point as their great forerunners had dome. 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 Christian 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
d1v1n1ty apart from the sole Divinity’ and will interpret this,
“according to his level or knowledge, either literally or meta-

"physmally Christianity is founded on an ‘event’ and Islam on
‘being’, on ‘the nature of things’; that which appears in Chris-
tignity 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
—ifor 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

19



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

be termed ‘Platonic’ or ‘gnostic’—culminates in this rejection
which is at root quite external and for some! 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 m11_‘acles or by
temptations. If Islam, the last to appear in the series of great
Revelations, is not founded on miracles—though qf necessity
admitting them, for otherwise it could not be a religion—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.

1 As, for instance, for Aba Hatim, quoted by Louis Massignon in his Le
Christ dans les Evangiles selon Al-Ghazall.

3 A Catholic writer of the end of last century could exclaim ‘What we need is
signs, concrete factsl’ 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.

20



ISLAM

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 rthythm, 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 smdam, 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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UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

deployment of the theomorphic intelligence (min Rithi, ‘of My
Spirit’), itself determined by the Immutable and thus including
our being, otherwise there is ‘hypocrisy’ (nifdg) 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 ag
a consequence to introduce relativity into the Absolute, or
rather to consider the Absolute at a relative level, that of the
Trinity;! 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 ‘trinitarjan
relationships’ proves that the point of view adopted—providentially ang
necessarily adopted—stands at the level proper to all bkak#i. 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 the
‘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 turn 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 dogmatism—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 ¢laha lld
'Lldh.

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 gua the
earthly Messiah;? 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 _v1ew' 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. . o o

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. o

3 The Quran says: ‘Say not of those tl}a_tc 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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negation;? but, from another angle, by this negation, or apparent
-negatzon, ?Slam eliminates the way of Christ in what concerng
jtself, and it is logical that it should do this since its own Wy is
different and it has no need to claim those means of grace Which
are proper to Christianity. i

On the plane of total truth, which includes all possible points
of view, aspects and modes, any Iecourse to reason alone i
evidently useless: consequently it is vain to adduce against Some
dogma of a ‘foreign’ religion that an €rror denounced by Téason
cannot become a truth on another level, for that is to forget that
the reason works in an indirect way, oT by reflections, and that
its axioms are inadequate in so far as it trespasses Onl the
ground of pure intellect. Reason is formal by its naturé ang
formalistic in its operations; it proceeds by ‘coagulations’, by
alternatives and by exclusions—or, it can be said, by partia]
truths. It is not, like pure intellect, formless and ‘fluid’ light;
true, it derives its implacability, or its validity in general, from
the 1nt<?11ect, but it t9uches on essences only through drawing
conclusions, not by direct vision; it is indispensable for verba]
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 case of esotericism—the
divine attributes from the Essence, 2 difference explained by
the fact that exotericism has always to start fron} thf: re}ative
while esotericism starts from the Abso}ute to wl}lch it gives 3
more strict, and even the strictest possible meaning. In Sufisn, |
it is also said that the divine attributes are predicated as sucl, .
only in respect of the world and that in themselves they arg |

1 The same remark applies to Christianity as when, for ins‘Fance, the sainty |
of the Old Testament—even Enoch, Abraham, Moses anfi Elias—are held tq |
have remained shut out from Heaven till the ‘descent into Hell’ of Christ.
none the 1€ss, before that descent, Christ appeared between Moses and Elias ir; ‘
the light of the transfiguration, and in a parable mgntloned ‘the bosom of .
Abraham’; clearly these facts are capable of various interpretations, but the
Christian concepts are none the less incompatible with the Jewish tradition, |
What justiﬁes Fhem is thle]lr spiritual symbolism and thus theu-. truth: salvation '
must of necessity cqm]e; t roggh thg Lpgos which, though manifested in time in |
a particular form, 15 e}tlond' the limitations of a temporal condition. Notice |
equally the seeming c'oil r;lﬁ 1ct‘10n between St John tht? Baptist qenying that :
he was Elias and Ch_rflfs affirming the contrary: had this contradiction, which .
is resolved bY the di t?:ence llclll the relationship envisaged, been between one |
religion and another, 10 tu::ou ¢ have been exploited to the uttermost on the .
pretext that ‘God cannot contradict Himself’.
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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 t0
saying that it is necessary and consequently cannot fail to bé;
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 relative
and the values of any one are always to be found in others in
some manner. There is not only a Christianity of ‘warmth’, _Of
emotional love, of sacrificial activity, but, framed within tH5
there is also a Christianity of ‘light’, of gnosis, of pure contem”
plation, of ‘peace’, and in the same way the Islam that is ‘dry —,
whether legalistically or metaphysically—encloses an Islam t _at
is ‘moist’,! an Islam, that is to say, much preoccupied with
beauty, with love and with sacrifice. This must needs b€ s0
because of the unity, not only of the Truth, but also of ma?
unity no doubt relative, since differences do exist, but never”
theless sufficiently real to allow of, or to impose, the recipro

—or the spiritual ubiquity—in question.

Here there is a point to be touched on, the question of Mosleﬂj
morality. If we want to understand certain seeming con rat
dictions in that morality we must take into account the fact tha
Islam distinguishes between man as such and collective ma;'lr;
the latter appearing as a New creature subject in a €¢ 'a.5
degree, but no further, to the _law of natural selection. i ,:5
to say that Islam puts everything in its proper place an 6aof
it according to its own nature; .collective man it envisages n b
through the distorting perspective of a mystical jdealism ¥ ;5
is in fact inapplicable, but taking account of the natur? la b
which regulate each order apd are, within the ljmits © eaCd
order, willed by God. Islam is the Perspective of certainty a{lst
of the nature of things Tather than of mijracles and i b .
improvisation. This is said, not with any underlying inte 1i0

1The terms are used here in an alchemical senge_

25



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

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?!
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 iI;
following some particular spiritual method which can com-
pensate for them, or because he has attained a spiritua)l level
of a nature to authorize such abandonment.2 A Particular

1 The expression ‘single man’ is not used here because 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 js nNone
the less known and is sometimes manifested, otherwise Ibn Hanbal woulgq not
have reproached Sufis with developing meditation to the detriment of the
prayers and in short with pretentions to freeing themselves from the obligation
of the law. In fact a distinction is drawn between dervishes who are ‘traveller. S
(towards God; saliksin) and those who are ‘attracted’ (by God; majadhid); thoss
in the first category form the vast majority and do obey the Law, whereas 'chose
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 fea(lE~
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; consciousnes
of the Divine Unity is then deemed a universal prayer which gives dispensatioxi
from the canonical prayers; the supreme knowledge is held to exclude the
‘polytheistic’ (mushrik) 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’*—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 salik#n and majadhib—an extemz?,l
division between those Sufis who were ‘nomian’ and those who were anti-
nomian, the former being attached to the Law by virtue of its syprolism and
its opportuneness and the latter detached from the La'w. by virtue of tl}e
supremacy of the heart (Qalb) and direct L_mowledge (ma’rifak). Jalal ed-Din
Rami 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’ ('fzyn al-yagin), and
clearly not including any suggestion of a systematic alternative, as is proved by
the life of Jalil ed-Din himself; no ‘free-thinking’ could draw suppqrt fron_l 1t;
Finally it may be noted that according to Al-Junayd 'h.e who reallz‘gs um.on
(muwahhid) should observe ‘sobriety' (‘sz'zh'w) fmfi kgep himself from ‘intoxica-
tion’ (swk#) just as much as from ‘libertinism (zbdluyah). '

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’ (magam) of bliss, or even merely ?he dhakir (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 thg 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.
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existence.! 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 %adith, the Prophet said he ‘loved
women’, not that he loved ‘food’. Here the love of woman ig
connected with nobility and generosity, not to mention
i’;ls 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
whole, and, secondly, that only polytheists and idolators could
be compelled to embrace the new religion,? 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 ip
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 manifesteq iI;
appropriate COI:ldlthnS,a exactly as in the case of the opposite
possibility of victory through the force inherent in truth itself;
it is the inner or outer na.tl{r.e.of things which determineg the
choice between two possibilities. On the one hand the end
sanctifies the means, angl on the other hand the meapg ma,
profane the end, which signifies that the means n;ust be foup, K]

: i have disregar ut none have
ab;lihiililg g Il-im’lq: tiagnc;slestion whetl%er i;ir:a::: 'tho moralities, onirisrmi; (ff

viduals and the other for the state, our reply is affirmative, subject di-

. to
reservation that the one 5an always extend to the domain of the other a.ccord?rllle
to external or internal circumstances. Never in any circumstances s jt Permi sg
sible for the

intention ‘not to resist evil’ to become complicity, betraya) oy
suicide.

. : d in relation to Hind rate in lar,
2 This attitude cease Indus, at any -3T8€ meagyre,
;l" tlhe Moslems had grasped that Hinduism was not equivalent to lgfe
of the Arabs; Hlndus‘were in that case assimilated to the ‘Deople of
al-Kitab), that is to the Monotheists of the Westem gop ;.-

once t
pagamsm’
the Book’ (ahl
traditions.

8 Christ, 18 u
that this attitu

sing violence against the money-changers in the temple, g,
de could not be excluded, 4 g owed
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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.*

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 shal
term ‘equilibrium’,? and the latter “union’. Islam is in essence
equilibrium and union; it does not primarily sublimate the i
by sacrifice, but neutralizes it by the Law, while at the same

1‘We see Moslem and Catholic princes not only in alliance when it is 2
question of breaking the power of a dangerous fellow-religionist but 21°
generously helping one another to conquer disorders and revolts Nét withou®
some shaking of the head will the reader learn that in one of the l;attles for
Caliphate of Cordova, in a.D. 10710 it was Catalan forces who saved the situatio
and that on this field three bishops gave their lives for the ‘‘Prince © the
Faithful”” . . . Al-Mansar had in his company several Counts, who had joine
him with their troops, and there was nothing exceptional in the presence
Christian guards at the court of Andalusia. . . . When an enemy territo wa;
conquered the religious convictions of the population were respected 25 muc |
as possible; let us here only recall that Al-Mansiar—in general a man of fe“’
scruples—took pains, at the assault on Santiago, to protect agains y
profanation the church containing the tomb of the Apostle, and that it aﬂg
other cases the Caliphs seized the chance to show their resi)ect for the S cf;e
objects of the enemy: in similar circumstances the Christians adopted 2 I d
attitude. For centuries Islam was respected in the reconquered countries: an 4
it was only in the XVI century that . . . it came to be systematically perse® tee
and exterminated at the instigation of a fanatical clergy who had corﬂs
overpowerful. In contrast to this through the whole of the Middl® ey
tolerance of this foreign conviction and respect for the feelings of the "’neﬂiy
accompanied incessant fighting between Moors ang Christifns an eatc‘
softened the rigours and miseries of tht? warfare, giving to the battles & chafi of
ter as chivalrous as possible. . - - Despite the gulf between them in the atts
of language this respect for the adversary and the high esteem of his virt? g
became a common national bond coupled as they were with the underst? dll?js
shown in the poetry of both sides of the feelings of the other; inde€®€ ¢ d
poetry eloquently testifies to the love or friendship often ynjtin Moslem® af;'
Christians despite every obstacle.’ (Ernst Kithnel: Mauris(l;hle %{,mst, Bor’
1924.) ;
s Disequilibrium also includes 2 positive meanj i dil"actly
every holy war is a disequilibrium. Certain sayings O;ngf, b;.:lt Onll)y iilIfl: erPf“‘ig
as instituting disequilibrium with a view to union, suck, an?’r can eot ¢hat 12
come to send peace on earth’; God alone will thep resto:e tlin:l?lilibfium'
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time laying stress on contemplation. The dimensions of
cquilibrinm and o, e homremial i e verhed, cyatsrn
Hoth man as such and the community; there is not identity here
assuredly, but there is a solidarity which makes society partici-
pate in its own way and according to its own possibilities in the
individual’s way to Union, 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, Christianity had
through force of circumstances also reached this Position, but
it allowed certain ‘fissures’ to remain and did not lay stress in
the first instance either on the divergence of the two human
planes or, consequently, on the need to harmonize them. et us
repeat that Islam is an equilibrium determined by the Absolute
and disposed with a view to the Absolute; this equilibrium, like
the riiythm which in Islam is realized ritually through the
canonical 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
tfadjtion—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 Ipﬁnite. 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 modern 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.! When a still authentic Moslem says to the pro-
tagomists of progress; ‘Al fhat remains for vou 1o 4o now 1t W
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.’” (Fernand Brunner: Science et Réalité, 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 {he
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 particpla}r
phase of its own unfolding and will become what materiah'stl.c
and experimental science or machines make it; no longer i1s 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 mistake! 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

! 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
theology that has succumbed to microscopes and telescopes, to machines and
to their philosophical and social consequences, a ‘fall’ that would have been
unthinkable 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’;! 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; externally there
are only variants of the modern spirit which oppose one another.
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remaining 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,?
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,
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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 Weliflucht—
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,® 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 akadith 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;? it puts him apart from
chaotic and dissipated creatures—the ddallizn, the ‘strayers’, of
the Fatihah—fixing him on a divine axis—es-sirvat el-mustagim,
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

* 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
executed at high speed; a sword stroke must be of lightning speed and so must
de?iskilons at moments of danger. The ablution before prayer must be made
quickly.

2 In Islam the angels and all the prophets are represented as wearing turbans,
sometimes of differing 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.! 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; modern 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 kagigah, 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—apd 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 desigm'ad. 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 thdbitah) counter-
balances this, greatly diminishing the range of his spirit of
observation; an Oriental op the contrary has a sense of the
metaphysical transparency of things but is apt to neglect the
dteral aspect of earthly facts; for him the symbol is more
1mp0ftant than the eXperience.,
: Thl? symbolical hyperbole is in part explained by the follow-
Ing principle: between a form and its content there is not only
analogy, but also OPposition; if the form, or the expression,
Z;:jt ﬁrllfgriauf' be in the likeness of what it transmits, it can
reason of t}fe fi neglected’ in favour of the pure content by
it may be ae . tIStance‘ Separating ‘external’ from ‘internal’, or
Conter};t . : it were b1j0ken' by the super-abundance of the
have nc; awar an who is only attached to the ‘inward’ may
of him: one n;%:lless f;f outer forms, or the converse may be true
another pitiful t{l Will appear sublime because he is a saint and
true also of hj o the same reason; and what is true of man 1s
e bSlp ee.ih and writings. Sometimes the price of
. o Ity IS a lack of critical sense in relation to
?111)61:) eél::; C(facsﬁ- t}l: > assuredly does not mean that such must be
words, V\:hen i::,re Is but g Paradoxical possibility; in .other
perception an% (l)lfs E_’Xagg.erat.mn arises from an overflowing of
fact that its dray l-incenty». 1t has the ‘right’ not to note the
ful and out of Proio rifnanShIP 1s poor and it w.)voul.d be ungrate-
truthfulness requires 'on to reproach it for this. Piety as well. as
and 1ot the weaknegs . to see the excellence of the intention
Presents itself, S of expression where such an alternative

of £:§1f l?t?]rs (Zrka-n ) of Islam are these: the double testimony
times ad § a}ldd.ata‘n)’ the canonical prayer repeated five
fith ay (the Saldt), the fast of Ramadan (ssydm, sawm), the
tthe (zaka), the Pilgrimage (the %ajj); to these is sometimes

added the holy war (the ]1,hdd)’ which has a more or less acci-
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dental character since it depends on circumstances;! as for the
ablution (the wudh or the ghusl according to circumstances),
it is not mentioned separately for it is a condition of the prayer.
As we have already seen the skalddal 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 (nifdq, 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 purification;?
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.
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error with violence;! 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-Isldm 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 principial 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

! 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’ (aydt), 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.! 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.?

These ‘streams’ or ‘living waters’ are beyond all formal and
separating crystallizations; they belong to that domain of
‘essential truth’ (hagigah) towards which the ‘way’ (farigah)
leads—starting out from the ‘general road’ (sharz’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 the.sis. is not
acceptable on the level of exoteric orthodoxies,® but it 1s so on

cal, and so spiritually efficacious,

! The dervish songs and dances are symboli
and also—what amounts to the

anticipations of the rhythms of immortality, A .
same thing—of the divine nectar which secretly flows in tl.le arteru.es. of all
created things. Herein, moreover, lies an example of a certain ogpo§1txon bef
tween the esoteric and exoteric orders which cannot fail to arise 1n01denfa.lly.
both music and dance are proscribed by the common La“{, bl:lt esotericism
makes use of them as it does of the symbolism of wine, which is a forbndde_n
drink. In this there is nothing absurd, for in one rfes_pect the world'too is
opposed to God, though ‘made in His image’. Exotericism follows the ‘letter
and esotericism the ‘divine intention’. o

2 Jalal ed-Din Rami said: ‘The ocean that I am is drowned in its own waves.
Strange limitless ocean that I am!’

3 This phrase indicates a limitation,
the human bases are what they are.

but a priori contains no reproach, for
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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;! in whatsoever direction His caravans advance,? the
religion of Love shall be my religion and my faith.’3

1 Here it is not a question of mahkabbah 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’.

3In the same way Jaldl ed-Din Rami 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’ (11, 115)—‘Say: Call ““Allak’’ or call ' Ev-Rahman’’;
whatever the Name ye call, to Him belong the most beautiful Names’ (XVII,
110). 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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CHAPTER TWO

THE QURAN

T}{E great theophany of Islam is the Quran; it presents itself as
being a ‘discernment’ ( furgdn) between truth and error.!
. ZFn a sense the whole of the Quran—one of the names of which
is indeed El-Furgin (the Discernment)—is a sort of multiple
paraphrase of the fundamental discernment expressed by the
Shahddal; its whole content is summed up in the words: “Truth
has come and error (el-bdtil, the empty, or the inconsistent) has
vanished away; verily, error is ephemeral.’ (Quran, XXVII, 73.)?
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 priors 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-

11In this context it is significant that in Islam God Himself is often called
El-Hagq, The Truth. The Sufi El-Hallaj exclaimed: 4na El-Hagqq, ‘I am the

Truth’, not ‘I am Love’'.
2 Or, in another passage: ‘. . . We (A4llah) strike error with Truth that it may

be crushed, and lo! 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
sirats, 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 Scriptures.*
The seeming incoherence of these texts®>—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

1 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 (skruti), 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.

21t 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 Westsstlicher 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.?

‘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;?
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

11In his Kitab fthi ma fth Jalal ed-Din Rami 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 Ritmi
(Murray, 1961) p. 236. According to the teaching of St Augustine and other
Fathers, repeated by Pius XII in his Encyclical Divino Afflante: ‘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.’

? 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.l

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, OT what
are the underlying implications that enable one to connect
elements which at first sight appear incongruous. These €0
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 given
thing should be understood, but also to explain the diverse
symbolisms, often simultaneous and superimposed oné OO
another: in short the commentaries providentially form part of
the tradition; they are as it were the sap of its continuity, €Vel!
if their committal to writing or in certain cases their remant-
festation after some interruption occurred only at a relatively
late date in order to meet the requirements of a paftiaﬂar
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 unintelligence
in modern textual criticism, whether it be ‘psychological’ or of some other kind.
Suffice it to point out that in our times the devil has not only laid hold on
charity, which he seeks to reduce to an atheistical and materialistic altruism,
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.!

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
M%schna 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;? 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. Mutatis mutandis all
this applies to every Revelation and particularly to Islam.
There must be authorities for the Faith (¢mdn) and the Law
(islam), but equally there must be authorities for the Way
(thsdn), 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’ (‘ulama ezh-zhahir) are forced to admit,

1 Jalil ed-Din Rami, 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.

2 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 !

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 ig
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 manifestg
at the exterior; the heart is revealed in gestures. The sacred
introduces a quality of the absolute into relativities and conferg
on perishable things a texture of eternity.

In order to understand the full scope of the Quran we must
take three things into consideration: its doctrinal content, which
we find made explicit in the great canonical treatises of Islam
such as those of Abu Hanifah and Et-Tahawi; its narrative
content, which depicts all the vicissitudes of the soul: ang its
divine magic or its mysterious and in a sense miraculoyg
power;! these sources of metaphysical and es'chatologiCaI
wisdom, of mystical psychology and theurgic power lie hidder,
under a veil of breathless utterances, often clashing in shock
of crystalline and fiery images, but also of Passages majestic ir;
rhythm, woven of every fibre of the human condition,

But the supernatural character of this Book does not lie on]
in its doctrinal content, its psychological and mystical truth
and its transmuting magic, it appears equally in its mogt

1 Only this power can explain the importance of the recitation

In his Risd{at el-Quds Ibn Arabi quotes the case of Sufis who sper?‘cf’ctl?:irQ wu}rlz(t)rlx
life in reading or in ceaselessly reciting the Quran, and this would be incone
ceivable and even impossible of realization were there not, behind the husk o;
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 priors 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;! 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;?

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

D 49



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

the Mi
Thiw Ell(llrl:n Ages mark grosso modo the final limit.’
multiple. The wls’ h!{e the \'vor.lc.l, at the same time one and
the Quran is a c;ﬁ is a multiplicity which disperses and divides;
Urity, The o multplicity which draws together and leadd 2
words, sentence plicity of the holy Book—the diversity of its
absorbs it and is, plcture§ and stories—fills the soul and then
serenity and imﬁpem?l.) tibly transposes it into the climate ©
soul, which is ElCcuuttabﬂlty by a sort of divine ‘cunning’-’ The
o sctamed t the s of phenomns,yielde 15
divided ang disper ce; it lives in phenomena and is by them
what it thinks P c;'ed“even more than that, it actually beco™®®
that it accepts ?;111 does. The revealed Discourse has the virt?®
the movement th s tendency while at the same time reversing
the language, so tf;nks to the celestial nature of the conten and
and with their h at the fishes of the soul swim without distrust
degree that it abitual rhythm into the divine net.3 T0 f‘he
. can bear it the mind must have infused into 1t 2
consclousness of the ; ¢ tance’
and ‘accidents’ .metaphysmal contrast between ‘subst?
its thoughts 4 ; a mind thus regenerated is a mind which ke€P '
In other WordertthOf all on God a.nd thinks all things ords,
God extineuist, rough the mosaic of texts, phrases and W Ving
on the a guishes the agitation of the mind by Himself ©° "2
picture o?gf,aranc? of mental agitation. The Quran 15 1 and
it is by this I‘;ryt}ung the human brain can think an _eef’ ¢in
into the beli eans that God exhausts human disquiet, 1Y
ever silence, serenity and peace.

In Islam, as also in Judaism, Revelation relates eSSefgﬁg

to the symboli
0

. ymbolism of the book: the whole universe is a b0°
‘Self-Realization’ ac itc a2 . AH
is exclusivg;rl:rﬁeas 1ts aim, for the very simple reason that such 2 reallz*’:;ge
tried to incorp()ratgmvmcg of the traditional organizations; ever if 501.110; of
some kind of ‘spirit a genuine initiation into the {framework of 2 ‘soci® an be
certain that this ual fellowship’—in fact a profane association—0°7 “and
inevitably bring about framework would wholly paralyse its efB02% gate
themselves to just ai)ll}l'tsc()i:twitions' Spiritual treasures do not acc0 -

11n fac . of framework.
is an <3sotct3;riI:ilsa1;Il1 is the last world religion. As for the Sikh bf"therhciggi’ch
explained by the anuailtogOus to that of Kabir, the special positio? otiguit}’ °
Hinduism and Suﬁq .e exceptional conditions arising from the conossibility :

2 In th sm; but here too it is a case of the Very latest P

n the sense of the Sanskrit term upa 4ory’

3 This is true of eve . paya. pible 5" .
the vicissitud ry sacred Scripture and is notably true of the hristiaﬂ‘ty
e fanetion es% ?f Israel are those of the soul seeking its Lord. 2 c 2lms:

of ‘transforming magic’ appertains especially t0 the FS

50

15
is



THE QURAN

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;! 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,? is the creative Act while the Book is the creative
Substance;® here there is a connection with Natura naturans
and Natura naturata in the highest sense attributable to thefse
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. )
3 See also the chapter En-Nur in the author’s book L’Oeil du Coeur.

3 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 principial
‘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’; tn divinis 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 kafiriin), the ‘associaters’ of
false divinities with God (the mushrikiin) and the hypocrites
(the mundfigiin) 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 (e?z-
nafs el-'ammdrah) is outpassed and transfigured by peace in
God, by consciousness of the Absolute; it is as if in the }ast
analysis it were no more we who were fighting, and this brings
us back to the symbiosis of ‘cqmbat’ and ‘knowled.ge’ in the
Bhagavadgita and also to certain aspects of the knightly arts
in Zen. The practice of Islam at whatever level means to be at
rest in effort: Islam is the way of equilibrium and of light resting
on that equilibrium. . o .

Equilibrium is the link between (i_1§equ111br1um and union,
just as union is the link between equilibrium and unity, which
is the ‘vertical’ dimension. Disequilibrium and equilibrium, lack
of rhythm and rhythm, separation and union, division and

53



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

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 John 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’ (¢khlds)—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 corres-
ponds to the Vedantic triad Sa¢ (supra-ontological Reality),
Chit (Absolute Consciousness) and Ananda (Infinite Bliss),
which means that it envisages the Trinity inasmuch as It is
hidden in Unity;! the non-supreme ‘horizontal’ perspective on
the contrary Places Unity as an essence hidden within the
Trinity, which is then an ontological Trinity representing the
three fundamenta] aspects or modes of Pure Being, whence we
have the triaq: Being, Wisdom, Will (Father, Son, Spirit).
Now the concept of 5 Trinity seen as a ‘deployment’ (tajaliz) of
Unity or of the Absolute is in no way opposed to the unitary
doctrine of Islam; what is opposed to it is solely the attribution
of .al?soluteness to the Trinity alone, or even to the ontological
T.nmty alone, as it ig envisaged exoterically. This last point of
view does not, strictly speaking, reach to the Absolute and this
1s as much as to say that it attributes an absolute character to
what is relative ang ignores Mdayd and the degrees of reality or

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

inasmuch 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),! 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 kafiréin, 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-K7tab). 1f 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, worldly? and, in the strict sense,
superstitious.* 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

! Not pantheistic since it is in no sense ‘material’, nor even ‘substantial’ in
the cosmological sense of that term.

2 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.

? 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.

4 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.

55



UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

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.! 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.?

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,

! Moreover there is nothing to exclude the possibility of other branches of
the primordial tradition, of ‘Hyperborean’ or ‘Atlantean’ affiliation, from
having survived on the fringes of the historical scene, though this could not be
so in the case o*{ the great traditions of urbanized peoples. Apart from this,
wpen paganism is mentioned—and we have adopted this conventional term
without r‘egard either to its etymology or its unpleasant associations, which
chiefly arise from.abuses—there is no doubt always need to make a reservation
as regards a sapiential esotericism inaccessible to the majority and in fact
incapable of acting on that majority.

? And also how he was represented, as is proved by ‘classical’ art.
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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,! 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.? 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 %agigah (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

! This attitude is necessarily legitimate from a certain angle and at a certain
leve.l 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’,
‘lqve’ and ‘knowledge’ to the extent that they can, as exotericisms, do so and
without prejudice to their most profound content.

% 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.! 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,? 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 develfapment of the
unity. The universal ‘ether’, of which the physical element is
only a distant and grosser reflection, 1s none o‘ther than thef
divine Word which is everywhere ‘being’ and ‘consciousness
and everywhere ‘creative’ and ‘liberating’ or T evealing’ and
‘i1luminating’.

The nature which surrounds us—sun, moon, stars, day and
night, the seasons, the waters, mountains, forests and ﬂov.vers—-
is a kind of primordial Revelation; now these three t}nngs——
nature, light and breath—are profoundly linked 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

1The 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 ether: the word aor has the same root
and means ‘light’.

2 This is a symbolic manner of speech, for ether being perfect plenitude is
motionless and could not move.

58



THE QURAN

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 (tnshirdh) 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 spiritual life! 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 meaning 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:

! Louis Massignon answers this question in the affirmative.

f 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 Moslem! 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 L& ilaha illa ’ Liah becomes clear if by the term slah—
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;
the second proposition, which is affirmative (‘. . . save The

Divinity, Alldh’), is related to Absolute Reality or to Being.

tI‘he Word.‘flivinity’ (slah) can be replaced by any word express-

Ing a positive idea; in the first part of the formula this word
! 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,*
as in the case of the Name A/l@h (The Divinity) in respect of the
word zlah (divinity). In the Shahddal 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,? the ever Merciful’ (Bisms ’Lldhi ’Rrahmdns
'Rrahim).® 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’ (S#rat el-Fatihakh), the introductory surat. It is said that
the Fatihah contains in essence the whole of the Quran, that
the Basmalah in turn contains the whole of the Fatihah, that
the Basmalah is itself contained in the first letter 44 and that
this is contained in its diacritical point.4

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

1 One of the works of the Shaikh El-Allaoui contains indeed a whole litany
drawn from the Shahadah: L& quddisa (holy) illa ’Llah; i@ "alima (wise) lla
*Llah, and so on through all the divine attributes.

2 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. '

3 From this is derived the word basmalak, which means the act of saying:
Bismi 'Llahi. . . . The Arabic spelling is: Bismi Allahi al-Rahmani al-Rahim.

4 The letter ba, the second letter in the Arabic alphabet (the first being ’fhe
alif, a plain vertical line with an axial symbolism) is formed by a hori?onta:l 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-Shibli both compared
themselves to this point under the b2 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- R#k), 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 Shahddah 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 A¢ma’; but the Basmalah is already contained in
the Shahddah in the word #ll@ ( a contracted form of n Ia, ‘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 (@, ‘no’
or ‘none’). In other words the Shakhddah is the juxtaposition of
the negation /4 ilaha (no divinity) and the Name Aldh (The
Divinity), this confrontation being linked by a word the first
half of which, being positive, indirectly relates to AZlak and the
second half, being negative, indirectly relates to ‘unreality’;
thus in the centre of the Shahddah 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 Shahddah that the
second Shahddah 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: Alléh 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 Skakddah: the Basmalah
is the ‘descending’ ray and the Shahddah is its content, the
horizontal image which, in the world, reflects the Truth of
God; in the second Shahddah (Muhammadun Rasdalu ’Llgh) 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

! In the same way that Christ is the Word borne into the world by the Holy
Spirit. In this case the Skakadah is the Message made manifest; on the other
hand, when it was said above that the Basmalah is contained in the first
Shahadah—Ilike the second Shahddah in the word illai—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 Basmalal the second Shahddah ‘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 #//@ from which springs
forth the Muhammadun rasilu ’ Liah.

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 Skahadah,
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 Rahmdn and Rakhim, 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 %adith, we could com-
ment on them thus: Er-Rakman 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 E7-Rahim 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 Rakmdan 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 Rakmdn 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 A/dk 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 Name. From a different point of view it can be said
that the Name Aildh 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
Allgh in Arabic we distinguish a horizontal line, that of the very
motion of writing, then the upright strokes of the dlif 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;! majesty,
which is ‘vertical’ and motionless like a mountain:2 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: 1. ‘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: Allah! Then
leave them to their vain talk’ (VI, g1), or by this other verse: ‘Is it not in the
remembrance of 4/gh that hearts rest in security?’ (XIII, 28).

*‘Allah! There is no divinity save He, The Living (El-Hayy), The Seli-
Subsistent (El-Qayyiim).’ (Quran, 11, 255 and 111, 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 It.?

‘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 pond
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 directly
opposing the One, are none the less, through feeblencss, lost in
multiplicity; these do not deny the One, nor do they .want t.o
usurp Its rank, but they remain what they are, following 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'.

E 65




UNDERSTANDING ISLAM

to cosmic powers, though without being lost if they submit to
God.?

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-kamdu Uil
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 Subkdna ’ Ligh (Glory to God) and Allghu akba,
(God is greater) are often associated with the Hamd, in con-
foymity with a hadith, and recited with it. ‘Glory to God’ ig
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 formuly
‘God is greater’—the Takbir— opens’ the canonical prayer ang
marks the change during prayer from one ritual position tg
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’, (2kbar), anq
80 shows itself to be a kind of paraphrase of the Shahddah.

! According to the Islamic interpretation these three categories of Grace,

Wrath and Straying concern respectively the Moslems, who follow the middle

way, the Jews, who rejected Jesus, and the Christians, who made a God of

him; the choice of the symbols is admissible from an exoteric point of view,

:);I:nthe meaning is universal and refers to the three fundamental tendencies
an.

*Cf. the Bhagavadgita (IX, 27, 28): ‘Whatever thy work, thine eating,
thy sacr_lﬁce, thy gift, thine austerities, make of it an offering to Me, O 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.

66



THE QURAN

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 shd’a ’Llah (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 kdna maktab (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 md sha’a ’ Ligh (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,? 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

! 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
Fopte?:t let us recall that Moslems divide actions into five categories: 1. what
is indispensable (fardh or wajib); 2. what is recommended (sunnakh, mustahabb);

3. what is indifferent (mubah); 4. what is inadvisable (makrih); 5. what is
forbidden (karam).
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impression fails to take account of the fact that for Islam the
will does not make ‘improvisations’;! it is determined or canal- -
ized with a view to contemplative peace of the spirit;? 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 thingg
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 gq
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
kpow ‘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
_Omnipotence: 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,

10n this' point, as on others, there is nothing absolute about the divergence
2pers?e?t1ve, but the differences of accent are none the less real and profound,

Th}S {S why the required attitude is called an islam, an abandonment to a
pre-existing frame for the will; the root of this word is the same as that of the
word saldm, ‘peace’, and this indicates the idea of a ‘supernatural release’, an

idea also contained in the word inshirak, meaning the enlarging of the breast
by the Islamic faith.

in
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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 principial domain; in short it relates
to the personal God, the ontological Principle, which creatés
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 principial 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
allills. 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-sustere).

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 thiserror,
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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becomestransmuted into ontologicaland existential® 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.?

The whole of this doctrine can be found expressed in the
Quranic formula: ‘And He has power over all things’ (wa-Hua
‘ald kulli shay’ in qadir); in Sufic terms it is said that God,
inasmuch as He is Powerful, and so Creator, is envisaged on the
level of the ‘attributes’ (sifat) and quite clearly these could not
govern the Essence or Quiddity (Dhat); the ‘Power’ (gady)
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 ful]
freedom’ and that in it He manifests Himself freely; but this is
to confuse the principial 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 thesc are the divine attributes such
as Omnipotence and Mercy—and the latter concern Existence, the world,
things.

2 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—gquod absit—but on the contrary
that they only have their infinite plenitude in the Absolute and
the Ineffable.?

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.? If the existence of

1 Mazdeism formulated the problem of Omnipotence an.d .of evi{ iq a way
which avoids the appearance of contradiction in the'va.me 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 admissible at a
certain level of reality. The Buddhist formulation avoids the two dangers of
contradiction in God Himself and of a fundamental dualism, but is obliged t.o
sacrifice the personal aspect of God, at any rate in its general doctrine, and this
makes it unassimilable for the majority of Occidentals and Semites.

3 This is one meaning of Christ’s saying that ‘he who draws the sword shall
perish by the sword’ and also, though from a somewhat different point of view,

of the saying that ‘every house divided against itself shall fall’. This las‘;t sayir}g
is in particular applicable to the man who is unfaithful to his nature ‘made in

the image of God’.
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for those who see through
creatures is really * p;:giu(;{e Slziifestation is conceivable Onl.y
9utward ap;pea;?:iﬁzg;ie (just s accidents have meaning only in
::rélizgrlls (t)o Z substance) analogous t}.n_ng.s can be said a\;out
disequilibria: they presuppose 20 equilibrium Whm};xthe%si::ve
broken and they entail 2 concordant reaction, whether posttive
* 'll:‘lgg;fll;sr.e that man is ‘all right’, that he has Fhe rig‘t}t simply
to demand ‘to be left alone’, that he has no business with mora}

agitations and eschatological fe

ars, means a failure to see that
the limitations which in a sense define man have fundamental}

y
a kind of ‘abnormality’. The mere fact that we do not see what
goes on behind our backs and are ignorant of what tomorrqy,

will be like proves us to be in certain respects very insignificany

and shows that we are ‘accidents’ of a ‘substance’ greater thay

ourselves, but shows at the samé time that we are not the bog
and not of this world; neith

er this world nor our body is what Wy
are. And here we would insert a parenthesis: if for thousandg :i

years men could be content with the moral symbolisy o
recompense and punishment it is not because they were St“pii
(in which case their stupidity would have been infinite 5 ;
incurable) but because they still preserved the sense of Stabn;}(d
and instability, because they still had an innate fecling of y
values in the case both of the world and of the soul. The he °
t}}e certainty—and that in some degree through GXperSi, a4
since they were contemplative—on the one hand of dﬁ.n.ce,
norms and on the other of human imperfections: a symb“{-me
was enough to recall to them that of which they ’alread glsm
natural presentiment. A man spiritually perverted hasy .
contrary, forgotten his initial majesty and the risks it i onl e
hgvmg no desire to occupy his mind with the fundamte\t\:to ;es;
his existence he believes that reality is incapable of mczﬁ' of
'gllem to his mind. And the worst of all absurdities is to belilelxlzg

at the nature of things is absurd, for, were it so, wh e
could we dravs{ light enabling us to recognize that ’it isem(':
Further, man 1s by definition intelligent and free; in pmctsioc.e
he always remains convinced of this for at every opportunity he
lays claim both to freedom and to intelligence: to ireedon? be-

.CHUSC' he does not want to let himself be dominated, and to

intelligence because he intends to be the judge of everything

Lim 5‘ é-’, f Tt what decides our destiny in face of the Absolute
3¢l ”
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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 theo-
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 peOPle;
their own way of being perfect is to ignore that the mountain is
crumbling whereas the apparent imperfection of those they
despise includes—or manifests—at any rate a serious PoSS
bility of escaping a cataclysm. And everything that has just
been said applies equally to whole civilizations: the traditiond
civilizations include evils that can only be understood, Of
bearing of which can only be estimated, if regard is had t0 the
fact that these civilizations are based on certainty of the beyo™
and, consequentially, on a corresponding indifference t0 tratt”
sitory things. Conversely, in order rightly to evaluate the 2 ]
vantages of the modern world, and before seeing in it indispu ",
able values, it must be borne in mind that these ‘adVantages
are mentally conditioned by denial of the beyond and by t°
cult of the things of this world. el
VeW,manY people today think in such terms as these: ‘eith
God exists, or He does not; if He exists and is what PeOPle Sat
He is, then He will recognize that d ao no
. g0 we are good an to
des.erve ‘Punishment.’ This means that they are prePa,re
believe in His existence provided He conforms to theil -
imaginings and recognizes the value they attribute t0 eow
selves. This is to forget, on the one hand that we cann® nthe
the standards by which the Absolute judges us, and ° put
other tha.t the ‘fire’ beyond the tomb is deﬁnitively,r nOthing 055+
Pur own intellect actual.ized in opposition to our own fgtlseﬂ the
in other words it js the immanent truth breaking forth 1 Ogitl’
full light of day, At death man is confronted by the uninlaaﬂd
able eXpanse of 3 reality no longer fragmentary but tot2 ’t hat
then by the norm of what he has pretended to be, pecats® gelf;
norm 1S part of Reality. Man therefore condemns hicIl
accordmg to the Quran it is his memberg themselve® v;’ 216
accuse him; opce beyond the realm of lieg his Violatl"“ a{ld
traI}SfOl‘Ined into flames; nature, thrown out of balance U
falsified Proves, with all its vain assurance g shirt of e pi
It i.s not only for his sins that man bumg. h’e burns t° fotrtiﬂg
majesty as an image of God. It is the preconceived idea ™
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up the fallen state as a norm and ignorance as a pledge of
impunity which the Quran stigmatizes with vehemence—one
might almost say by anticipation—by confronting 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 bein
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 calleq in
moral terminology the fault of man and the chastisemen
God is, in itself, nothing other than human dise
coming into collision with the immanent Equilibriu
idea is of capital importance.

The notion of an ‘eternal’ hell, after having for map
turies stimulated fear of God and efforts towards virt
today rather the opposite effect and contributes to ma
doctrine of the world beyond seem improbable; an
strange paradox, in a period which is one of contr
compensations, and at the same time generally spe
refracto.ry as it could be to pure metaphysic, only the es
of gnosis is in a Ro§1t10n to rendfer. intelligible the VETy pre
cariously held positions of exotericism and to satisfy certaj =
needs of causality. Now the problem of divine punish ain
which our contemporaries have such difficulty in admiﬁ‘ent’
can bt? summed up in two questions: first, is it possible for ng,
w.ho 1s responsible and free to oppose the Absolute .
directly or indirectly, even if only in an illusory sense? C ither

. LU r Certain]
he can, since the individual essence can be impregnated w;
any cosmic quality and there are cons With

) T oress equently st
possibilities of impossibility’. . Y rates that are

1 .

o And the second question is thig-
.And they say: The Fire will not touch us save for a certa, |

ay: Have ye received a covenant fro

ment of
quilibriup,
m; and thi,

¥y cen.
ue, has
king the
d, by 4
asts anq
aking aq
Otericism,

of} t};e Fire]; they will abide therein’ (khalidan). (
whole emphasis is on the proposition: ‘. . . and his sin surroundeth him’

- I3 . ] . . . et lm =
ahdtat biki khatt ‘atulhu), which indicates the essential, and so ‘mortal’ chara(:é:r
of the 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.

Quran, 11, 80-81). Here the
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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
latter®—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,3 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.

* El-Ghazzali relates in his Durrat el-fakhivah 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: Jili, 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 Jalal ed-Din Riimi, ang
‘nothing is sweeter than the remembrance of Allah’, Indeedq in

hell the wicked and the proud know that God is real, whereq

on earth they either took no account of this or were always abls

to bring themselves to doubt it; thus something is changeq ; e
them by the mere fact of their death and this something ig 1In
describable from the point of view of earthly life. ‘The d n-
alone know the worth of life’, say the Moslems, Here it is cad
haps as well to recall also that those in hell would be iPSOf .
delivered if they had the supreme knowledge—of which tactc
certainly possess the potentiality—so that even in he]] the 1he}r’
the key to their liberation; but what must above a]] be g’- 1old
out is that the second death referred to in the APOCalp Inted
also the reservation expressed in the Quran where yf se, as
sayings about hell are followed by the phrase ‘unless th ertajy
wills otherwise’ (i@ md sha’a Lldh),! indicate the pgij;ord
o]

1 (Surats VI, 129 and XI, 107). The same reservation con
*“. . . they will abide there . . . so long as the heavens and the e
unless .tl‘ly Lord willeth otherwise; a gift never failing’ (X1 maarth €ndur
proposition relates most directly to the participation by 'tho:e,e b ): This lagy
(mugarrabin) in the Divine Eternity by virtue of the supreme unlrouigl}t night
case (that of the krama-mukti of Vedantic doctrine) Paradise o lon; in thejy
nymity at the end of the cycle (‘so long as the heavens and the egséllf s intg
asis also the case of the Paradises of Vishnu and of Amida. As for th endure’ ,
thn mentioned above, it indicates the possibility of later, though al € reserv, .
ficial changes for those who, to use a Sufi expression, ‘prefer the a“('iays bene.
Gardener’'—those, that is, whose state is the fruit of action and notgofrk €n to the
or pure l.ove. Here may also be mentioned the possibility of the Bodllll“)WIedge
who, while remaining inwardly in Paradise, enter a particular world Wh‘lsat'tv;:ls
a,palogy ‘earthly’, and also, at a much lower level, those non-human ll)Ch s by
tions which, thanks to a particular karma, a being may use enedic-

i up passi i
plant absorbing food. But none of this enters into the perspelzt?ve ;ﬁl’%;;k:rz
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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.! 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 perpetuity?—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 include either
the rhythm of the cosmic cycles or, a fortiori, the thythm of the universal cyf:les
(the ‘lives of Brahma’), although certain akadith and passages in the Bible
(including, no doubt, the ‘reign of a thousand years') refer to these ideas more
or less overtly.

! According to the Manava-Dharma-Shastra, the Markendeya Puninfz 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 to
the same earth whatever the content of his new ‘earthly’ existence—an exis-
tence, that is to say, compounded of pleasure and suffering. )

* ‘The Greek word eldvios really means ‘“‘perpetual’”’ and not “eternal”’, for
it is derived from aldv (the same word as the Latin aevum), which designates an
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 ‘beyond’
of the Quran has the quality of an unlimited duration, or of impwrtahty
(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, whereag

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 boty
individual and eternal—this survival is inevitably individual jp
hell but not at the transpersonal peak of Felicity!—is the contr,.
dictory postulate it involves of an eternity with a beginning in
time or of an act—and therefore a contingency—with 4y
absolute consequence.

This whole problem of survival is dominated by two prin-
ciples of truth: first, that God alone is absolute and that {,
relativity of cosmic states must consequently be Manifegteq
not only ‘in space’ but also ‘in time’, to use an analogy i
perhaps permissible; secondly, that God never promiseg More
than He performs or never performs less thgn He Promigeg_
though He may always exceed His promises—and g, h
eschatological mysteries cannot give the lie to what the g o ¢
tures say, though they can reveal things on which the SCrip oy 1%
are silent in certain cases; ‘and God is more wise’ (g » Tes

@lam). From the point of view of transmigration th Wiltihd
emphasis is on the idea that all that is not the Self or V(?ilde

is relative and it is adde(}l tl}at what is limited in its fundament J
nature must also be so in its destiny in some way or Other 2 .

1 As El-Ghazzall recalls‘ in his Ihya ' Ulam ed-Din the vision of Gog
‘those who are brought nigh’ (muggarabian) forget the houris anq ¢ q Makes
supreme union. §uch 1’:00 is the case of those who, having Chtereq intln the
‘paradise of Amitabha’, there achieve the realization of Nirvana, . *° th¢
words are reintegrated into the Principle at the great dissolution markr‘l Other
end of the whole human cycle. *. | Op obtaining Deliverance the beip g the
“absorbed’’, though such may seem to be the case from the point ¢ oS not
manifestation, for which the “transformation’’ appears to be a "destru‘”‘f‘v olf
if one places oneself in the absolute reality, which alone remaing g ction”;
being, it is on the cqntrary expanded beyond all limits, if one cap Use g
figure of speech (};vhmI} exactly translateg the symbolism of steam from, Uf:ll #
spreading indeﬁmtfaly'lr_l tl}e atm05phere), since it has effectively reali, Watef
fullness of its pqsmblhtles. (R. Guenon: op. cit. Chap. XX, end) 1 ise‘d the
state of abiding m.Brahma‘. - . He that has come to abide therein even Is the
end of life can attain 'to'exn'nctl'on in Brahma (bmhmani’vﬁm).’ (Bha, Avaderis
11, 7 2)—1f Nerana 1‘s egztlnytlcfn' only in relation to the existentiy] il gita,
this “illusion’ is lts’elf. e‘xtlnctmn OT ‘void’ in relation to Nirvana; as fo, him wh
enjoys this ‘state —if indeed Such a term js still applicable—we myg N who
mind the doctrine of the three simulgap oo o542 0 renically situateg ‘bodies’
of the Buddhas: the earthly, the heavenyy 1 the divine. odies
2 None the less: ‘O, Partha, neither o nor hereafter is there desty .
him; for none that does Tighteousnegg my son, comes tO evil estate»

. (R
vadgita VI, 40.) On thé? Shankara comments: ‘He who h<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>