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Lis ten ing for G o d : Prayer and the Hear t 
i n the Futuhat 

James Winston Morris 

Surely there is a Reminder in that for whoever has a heart, or 
listens attentively, while he is wi tness ing . . . ( Q u r ' a n 50:37) 

T h i s Q u r ' a n i c v e r s e b e a u t i f u l l y s u m m a r i z e s a so r t o f r e c u r r e n t 
p a r a d o x t h a t h a s s u r e l y p u z z l e d e v e r y s t u d e n t o f I b n ' A r a b i f r o m 
t i m e t o t i m e . O n e n e e d o n l y r e c a l l , fo r e x a m p l e , h i s c l a s s i c 
d i s c u s s i o n o f the " W i s d o m o f t he H e a r t " o f t he t r u e s p i r i t u a l 
K n o w e r s ( the 'urafa') i n the c e n t r a l c h a p t e r o n S h u ' a y b i n h i s Fusùs 
al-Hikam, w h e r e t h i s s a m e ve r se figures so p r o m i n e n t l y . If, f r o m the 
w i d e r m e t a p h y s i c a l p o i n t o f v i e w so w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d i n t ha t f a m o u s 
c h a p t e r , i t m a y b e t r u e t h a t all h u m a n p e r c e p t i o n , a l l e x p e r i e n c e is 
u l t i m a t e l y " t h e o p h a n y " , 2 i t is e v e n m o r e i n d i s p u t a b l y t r u e - as h i s 
d i s t i n c t i o n i n t h a t c h a p t e r b e t w e e n those r a r e e n l i g h t e n e d " K n o w e r s " 
a n d the res t o f h u m a n i t y p o i n t e d l y a c k n o w l e d g e s - t ha t w e d o n ' t 
u s u a l l y e x p e r i e n c e t h i n g s t h a t w a y , t ha t fo r m a n y o f us t h e r e is a 
n o t i c e a b l e g u l f i n o u r l i v e s b e t w e e n r a re m o m e n t s o f t r u e c o n t e m -
p l a t i v e p r a y e r a n d o u r o r d i n a r y s ta tes o f p e r c e p t i o n . A n d t ha t g u l f 
o f ten s e e m s t o o m u c h t o b r i d g e b y o u r o w n ef for ts , w h e t h e r o f 
p r a y e r o r o t h e r f o r m s o f s p i r i t u a l p r a c t i c e : i f w e h a v e s o m e 
i n t u i t i o n o f w h a t the i n n e r l i fe o f t he S h a y k h ' s " K n o w e r s " m i g h t be 
l i k e , i t is p r o b a b l y b a s e d o n a f ew s p e c i a l m o m e n t s o f g r a c e , o n a 
m e m o r a b l e b u t e p h e m e r a l " s t a t e " (hal), n o t a l a s t i n g , f u l l y r e a l i z e d 
s p i r i t u a l " s t a t i o n " (maqàm). 

P u t s i m p l y , t h e n , w h a t is i t a b o u t the " h e a r t " - o r r a t h e r , how 
is i t? - t h a t c a n so m i r a c u l o u s l y t r a n s f o r m p e r c e p t i o n i n t o c o n -
t e m p l a t i o n , e v e r y d a y e x p e r i e n c e i n t o t h e o p h a n y , t he w o r d s a n d 
m o v e m e n t s o f r i t u a l i n t o t he i n e f f a b l e r e a l i t y o f p r a y e r ? A s t h e 
Q u r ' a n r e p e a t e d l y i n s i s t s , e a c h o f us s u r e l y has " h a d a h e a r t " -
b u t w h a t is i t t h a t so r a r e l y a n d u n f o r g e t t a b l y m a k e s t h a t h e a r t 
"shahid", a c t i v e l y a n d c o n s c i o u s l y c o n t e m p l a t i n g the T r u l y R e a l , so 
t h a t o u r t r a n s i e n t a w a r e n e s s is t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o t r u e p r a y e r a n d 



r e m e m b r a n c e o f G o d ? T h a t t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f e v e r y d a y e x p e r i e n c e 
i n t o r e a l i z e d t h e o p h a n y , w h e n e v e r a n d h o w e v e r i t o c c u r s , is a l w a y s 
a m y s t e r i o u s d i v i n e " o p e n i n g " (fath) o r i l l u m i n a t i o n , so i t is n o t 
s u r p r i s i n g t h a t I b n ' A r a b i ' s m o s t d e t a i l e d a n d e f fec t ive d i s c u s s i o n s 
o f t ha t c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n o f s p i r i t u a l p r a c t i c e a r e s c a t t e r e d t h r o u g h -
o u t t he r e c o r d o f h i s o w n " M e c c a n O p e n i n g s " (al-Futùhàt al-
Makkìyà). B e f o r e b e g i n n i n g t o e x p l o r e h i s u n f o l d i n g d i s c u s s i o n o f 
the sec re t s o f p r a y e r a n d the h e a r t i n t h e o p e n i n g c h a p t e r s o f the 
Futùhàt, h o w e v e r , i t i s n e c e s s a r y t o s u m m a r i z e a f ew e s s e n t i a l 
fea tures o f t h e b r o a d e r d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h i s p r o b l e m i n t he Q u r ' a n 
a n d the h a d i t h , s i n c e t h a t b a s i c s c r i p t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d , as a l w a y s , 
is p r e s u m e d t h r o u g h o u t the S h a y k h ' s o w n t e a c h i n g s . 

I. T h e H e a r t i n the Q u r ' a n a n d H a d i t h 

T o b e g i n w i t h , i t w o u l d be d i f f i c u l t t o e x a g g e r a t e e i t h e r t h e c e n -
t r a l i t y o r t he c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e r e fe rences t o the " h e a r t " t h r o u g h o u t 
t he Q u r ' a n i n t h i s e x t e n d e d m e t a p h y s i c a l a n d e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l 
sense , as t he l o c u s o f o u r a w a r e n e s s — and e v e n m o r e f r e q u e n t l y o f 
o u r i g n o r a n c e - o f t h e d i v i n e P r e s e n c e . T h e A r a b i c n o u n , al-qalb, 
a p p e a r s s o m e 132 t i m e s ( o n l y t w o o r t h r e e o f these p o s s i b l y refer-
r i n g t o t he b o d i l y o r g a n ) , far m o r e t h a n s u c h c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t e r m s 
as fu'àd o r lubb/albàb ( b o t h o c c u r r i n g s i x t e e n t i m e s ) . T h e c o n t r a s t 
b e t w e e n the Q u r ' a n i c t r e a t m e n t o f t h e h e a r t a n d t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f 
a n y n u m b e r o f r e l a t e d t e r m s o r roo t s — s u c h as sadr ( " b r e a s t " ) , 'aql 
( " i n t e l l e c t " ) , nafs ( i n t h e sense o f " s o u l " ) , sarira, e t c . - o n l y se rves 
to h i g h l i g h t t he e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l c o m p r e h e n s i v e n e s s a n d p e c u l i a r l y 
d i v i n e f o c u s o f t h i s p a r t i c u l a r Q u r ' a n i c e x p r e s s i o n . T y p i c a l l y 
e n o u g h , I b n ' A r a b i ' s o w n w i d e l y s c a t t e r e d d i s c u s s i o n s o f t he 
" h e a r t " , w h e n w e l o o k at t h e m m o r e c l o s e l y , t u r n o u t t o be 
d i c t a t e d n o t so m u c h b y v a r i o u s e a r l i e r I s l a m i c t r a d i t i o n s ( w h i c h 
h a d d e v e l o p e d m u l t i p l e t e c h n i c a l m e a n i n g s fo r e a c h o f these t e r m s ) 
as b y h i s o w n p r o f o u n d r e f l e c t i o n a n d m e d i t a t i o n o n t h e f u l l 
c o m p l e x i t i e s o f t he o r i g i n a l Q u r ' a n i c u s a g e . H e r e w e c a n o n l y 
m e n t i o n a few c e n t r a l f ea tu res o f the Q u r ' a n i c d i s c u s s i o n s o f t he 
" h e a r t " t h a t a re d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o t he p r o b l e m w i t h w h i c h w e 
b e g a n , a n d w h i c h a r e u s u a l l y a s s u m e d e a c h t i m e I b n ' A r a b i b r i n g s 
u p t ha t t e r m . 

1. T h e Q u r ' a n r e p e a t e d l y e m p h a s i z e s G o d ' s e x t r a o r d i n a r y 
closeness and proximity t o the h u m a n h e a r t (e .g . , a t 8 :24 , " H e passes 
be tween the m a n a n d h i s heart") , as w e l l as the u n i q u e l y 



all-encompassing divine knowledge o f "what i s i n t h e i r hear t s" (4 :66 , 
3 3 : 5 1 , e t c . ) . 

2 . T h a t d i v i n e a w a r e n e s s o f w h a t is i n the h e a r t e x t e n d s i n 
p a r t i c u l a r t o p e o p l e ' s i n n e r m o s t intentions ( e s p e c i a l l y i n c o n t r a s t t o 
t h e i r w o r d s a n d o s t e n s i b l e a c t i o n s ) . T h a t is o n e i m p o r t a n t i n d i -
c a t o r , a l o n g w i t h e a c h o f the f o l l o w i n g p o i n t s , t h a t c o n s i d e r a b l y 
m o r e t h a n a b s t r a c t " e p i s t e m o l o g y " is i n v o l v e d he re : f r o m the 
Q u r ' a n i c p e r s p e c t i v e a s p i r i t u a l l y c r u c i a l d i m e n s i o n o f the h u m a n 
h e a r t i s t h e i n t e g r a l i n v o l v e m e n t — t o g e t h e r w i t h G o d — o f o u r o w n 
" w i l l " a n d i n t i m a t e i n t e n t i o n s , w h i c h a r e p o r t r a y e d as s o m e h o w 
i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m the d e g r e e a n d n a t u r e o f o u r a w a r e n e s s o f t h e 
d i v i n e . I n c o n s e q u e n c e , the Q u r ' a n c a n e v e n s p e a k o f the h e a r t 
(as m o r e c o m m o n l y o f t he s o u l , al-nafs) as t h e e n d u r i n g " s e l f " 
o r o n g o i n g sea t o f o u r m o r a l a n d s p i r i t u a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , as at 
2 : 2 2 5 : " H e w i l l c a l l y o u to a c c o u n t f o r w h a t y o u r hearts h a v e 
e a r n e d " . 

3. P e r h a p s m o s t o b v i o u s o f a l l i n t h e Q u r ' a n is t h e c o n s i s t e n t 
s t ress o n t h e divine "responsibility", i n d e e d the o n g o i n g d i v i n e 
A c t i v i t y , e x p r e s s e d i n a l l the d i f f e r en t s ta tes o f o u r h e a r t s , i n c l u d -
i n g e s p e c i a l l y o u r r e c u r r e n t f a i l u r e s t o " r e m e m b e r " G o d . I n t h i s 
r e spec t , as t h o s e f a m i l i a r w i t h t h e Q u r ' a n w i l l r e c o g n i z e , the l a r g e r 
m e t a p h y s i c a l " p a r a d o x " w i t h w h i c h w e b e g a n t h i s d i s c u s s i o n is 
c e r t a i n l y n o t , t o b e g i n w i t h , I b n ' A r a b i ' s o w n i n v e n t i o n : a l m o s t 
h a l f o f t h e Q u r ' a n i c r e fe rences t o the h e a r t d i r e c t l y m e n t i o n God's 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r i t s s ta tes , o f ten w i t h o u t a n y e x p l i c i t r e f e rence to 
the s h a r e d r o l e o f t he h u m a n " a c t o r " . 

4. I n s e v e r a l f a m o u s Q u r ' a n i c p a s s a g e s , r e p e a t e d t h r o u g h o u t S u f i 
l i t e r a t u r e a n d i n p o p u l a r p i e t y , t he e n l i g h t e n e d o r d i v i n e l y s u p -
p o r t e d h e a r t ( w h e t h e r i n t h i s w o r l d o r t he n e x t ) i s s a i d to be t he l o c u s 
o f t r u e R e m e m b r a n c e o f G o d (dhikr Allah, a t 13:28) a n d the g r a c e o f 
d i v i n e l y b e s t o w e d P e a c e a n d T r a n q u i l i t y , as w e l l as t he r e c e p t a c l e 
fo r t he s e n d i n g d o w n o f the S p i r i t a n d G a b r i e l a n d o t h e r s p e c i a l 
ac t s o f d i v i n e s u p p o r t . 3 B u t the Q u r ' a n i c r e f e r ences to these s p e c i a l 
s ta tes o f e n l i g h t e n e d h e a r t s a re l i m i t e d to w h a t i n c o n t e x t u s u a l l y 
s eems l i k e a v e r y s m a l l a n d e l ec t g r o u p : M u h a m m a d a n d o t h e r 
p r o p h e t s , c e r t a i n o f t h e i r d i s c i p l e s o r s a i n t s , o r s o m e o f t he b l e s s e d 
i n the G a r d e n s o f P a r a d i s e . . . 

5. W i t h f a r g r e a t e r f r e q u e n c y , the Q u r ' a n refers i n s t e a d to G o d ' s 
s e a l i n g , v e i l i n g , h a r d e n i n g , l o c k i n g , b i n d i n g , c l o s i n g , o r f r i g h t e n i n g 
hea r t s - to h e a r t s t h a t as a r e s u l t (of t h e i r o w n m i s d e e d s o r t h e 
d i v i n e r e a c t i o n ) a r e "sick" o r "blind" a n d "suffering". T y p i c a l o f t h i s 
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e e m p h a s i s a re t he m a n y re fe rences to h e a r t s t h a t 
" f a i l to u n d e r s t a n d " (là yafqahùn), far m o r e f r e q u e n t l y t h a n t hose 
w h o d o p e r c e i v e the d i v i n e " S i g n s " , w h o s e h e a r t s a r e 'àqilun. I n t he 



Q u r ' a n , t h e r e f o r e , t h e s t a r k l y c o n t r a s t i n g d i m e n s i o n s a n d p o t e n t i a l -
i t i e s o f t h e h u m a n h e a r t w i t h w h i c h w e b e g a n a r e , i f a n y t h i n g , e v e n 
m o r e p r e d o m i n a n t a n d v i v i d l y d r a w n . T h e Q u r ' a n i c a c c o u n t o f t he 
h e a r t a n d i t s s i t u a t i o n i s r e p e a t e d l y c a s t i n a n i n t e n s e l y d r a m a t i c 
a n d u n a v o i d a b l y e x i s t e n t i a l f o r m . T h a t i n t r i n s i c i n n e r d r a m a i s 
c e r t a i n l y p r e s u p p o s e d i n e a c h o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s o w n d i s c u s s i o n s o f 
t he h e a r t , w h a t e v e r t h e p a r t i c u l a r l a n g u a g e o r c o n t e x t o f e a c h 
d i s c u s s i o n . 

6. A g a i n s t t h a t s h a r p l y d r a w n d r a m a t i c b a c k d r o p , t h e Q u ' r a n i c 
ve r ses t h a t i n d i c a t e t h e a c t u a l w a y s o r c o n d i t i o n s fo r u s t o move 
f r o m these " n e g a t i v e " o r p e r v e r s e s ta tes o f the h u m a n h e a r t t o f u l l 
a w a r e n e s s o f G o d a n d t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g d i v i n e P e a c e a n d u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g a re r e l a t i v e l y f ew , b u t c e r t a i n l y a l l the m o r e w o r t h n o t i n g : 
these p r a c t i c a l l y d e c i s i v e ve r ses i n c l u d e r e f e r ences t o t he " s o f t e n i n g " 
a n d " h u m b l i n g " o r " p u r i f i c a t i o n " a n d " s t r e n g t h e n i n g " o f h e a r t s , 
to the n e c e s s i t y o f a " s o u n d " o r " r e p e n t a n t " o r " m i n d f u l " h e a r t 
(qalb salim o r munib), a n d so o n . 4 

U n l i k e t h e case w i t h m a n y t o p i c s i n t h e Futùhàt, t h e P r o p h e t i c 
s a y i n g s o r h a d i t h f a v o r e d b y I b n ' A r a b i i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n s o f t he 
h e a r t a r e s h o r t a n d t o t h e p o i n t . ( T h i s i s p a r t l y b e c a u s e , as w e s h a l l 
see, t he S h a y k h ' s a l l u s i o n s to t h e " p u r i f i c a t i o n " o f t he h e a r t fre-
q u e n t l y o c c u r i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h m o r e c o n c r e t e , p r a c t i c a l a s p e c t s 
o f I s l a m i c l a w a n d r i t u a l . ) A s r e a d e r s o f a n y o f t he S h a y k h ' s w o r k s 
a re w e l l a w a r e , e a c h o f these h a d i t h t y p i c a l l y s e r v e s as a h i g h l y 
c o n d e n s e d , p e d a g o g i c a l l y p o i n t e d s u m m a r y o f m a n y r e l a t e d v e r s e s 
a n d c o n c e p t s i n the Q u r ' a n . A l m o s t a l l o f t hese p a r t i c u l a r h a d i t h 
w e r e a l r e a d y w i d e l y u s e d w i t h i n e a r l i e r S u f i t r a d i t i o n , a n d s e v e r a l 
o f t h e m s h o u l d a l r e a d y be f a m i l i a r t o r e a d e r s o f t he Fusus a n d 
o t h e r E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n s o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s w r i t i n g s . H o w e v e r , ref lec t -
i n g o n the i n n e r c o n n e c t i o n s o f those s a y i n g s w h e n t h e y a r e v i e w e d 
t o g e t h e r , i n t he f o l l o w i n g s u m m a r y , h e l p s to h i g h l i g h t n o t o n l y 
t h e i r t h e m a t i c d e n s i t y a n d m n e m o n i c e f f ec t iveness , b u t a l s o t h e i r 
r e l a t i v e l y g r e a t e r e m p h a s i s ( c o m p a r e d w i t h t he a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d 
Q u r ' a n i c v e r s e s a b o u t t h e h e a r t ) o n the c r u c i a l d i m e n s i o n s o f s p i r -
i t u a l practice a n d r e a l i z a t i o n . 

• "The heart of the person of faith is between two of God's Fingers." T h i s 
c a n o n i c a l h a d i t h is d e p i c t e d as t he r e s p o n s e t o A i s h a ' s a s k i n g 
the P r o p h e t w h e t h e r he w a s e v e r a f r a i d . T h i s b e a u t i f u l l y 
s u c c i n c t i m a g e c o n c r e t e l y p u l l s t o g e t h e r d o z e n s o f t he Q u r ' a n i c 
ve r se s w e h a v e j u s t m e n t i o n e d , p o w e r f u l l y r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e c o n -
s t an t u p s - a n d - d o w n s o f o u r i n n e r e x p e r i e n c e , t he c o n t r a s t i n g 



ro l e s o f t h e d i f f e ren t d i v i n e N a m e s o f M a j e s t y a n d B e a u t y (Jalàl 
a n d Jamàl) e x p r e s s e d a n d r e a l i z e d t h r o u g h t h a t e x p e r i e n c e , t h e 
" e v e r - r e n e w e d t h e o p h a n i e s " o f those N a m e s , a n d the r e a l i t y o f 
G o d ' s u l t i m a t e c o n t r o l o f t h a t p a n o p l y o f e v e r - c h a n g i n g i n n e r 
s ta tes . 

• P e r h a p s t he m o s t f r e q u e n t l y c i t e d s a y i n g a b o u t the h e a r t i n a l l 
o f t he S h a y k h ' s w o r k s is t he f a m o u s c a n o n i c a l hadith qudst (one 
i n w h i c h t he d i v i n e V o i c e s p e a k s i n t h e first p e r s o n , as i n the 
Q u r ' a n ) : "My earth and My heaven do not encompass Me, but the heart 
of My servant who has faith does encompass Me..." ( O f t e n t h i s w a s 
s u m m a r i z e d b y S u f i s i n t he b r i e f e r f o r m u l a " T h e h e a r t o f the 
p e r s o n o f f a i t h is t h e T h r o n e o f t he A l l - M e r c i f u l " : Qalb al-mu'min 
'arsh al-Rahman.) I b n ' A r a b i ' s o w n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f e i t h e r o f 
these s a y i n g s i s o f c o u r s e i n s e p a r a b l y r e l a t e d t o the f a m o u s 
h a d i t h t h a t figures so p r o m i n e n t l y i n t he o p e n i n g c h a p t e r o f t h e 
Fusùs a n d t h r o u g h o u t t he S h a y k h ' s w r i t i n g s , d e s c r i b i n g A d a m ' s 
b e i n g c r e a t e d " a c c o r d i n g to t he f o r m o f the A l l - M e r c i f u l " ('alà 
sùrat al-Rahman). 

• " H e a r t s r u s t l i k e i r o n , 5 a n d t h e i r p o l i s h i n g is t h r o u g h r e m e m -
b r a n c e o f G o d (dhikr Allah) a n d r e c i t a t i o n o f t he Q u r ' a n . " 

• " W e r e i t n o t fo r t he excess o f y o u r t a l k i n g a n d the t u r m o i l i n 
y o u r h e a r t s , y o u w o u l d see w h a t I see a n d h e a r w h a t I h e a r ! " 

• " O T r a n s f o r m e r o f hea r t s (yà muqallib al-qulùb), k e e p m y h e a r t 
firm i n Your R e l i g i o n . " 

• " M y eyes a r e s l e e p i n g , b u t m y hea r t i s a w a k e . " 
• " ( T r u e s p i r i t u a l ) K n o w l e d g e i s a l i g h t t ha t G o d p r o j e c t s i n t o 

the h e a r t o f t he K n o w e r . " 
• " S e e k the g u i d a n c e (istafti: ' a s k for t he fatwà') o f y o u r h e a r t , e v e n i f 

i t g u i d e s y o u t o w a r d al-maftùn ( w h a t e n t h r a l l s o r c h a r m s y o u ) . " 

II . T h e " O p e n i n g " o f the H e a r t i n the Meccan Illuminations 

I b n ' A r a b i ' s g r a d u a l u n v e i l i n g o f h i s o w n r e a l i z a t i o n a n d u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g o f t he h e a r t i n t he o p e n i n g s e c t i o n s o f the Futùhàt is a 
b e a u t i f u l i l l u s t r a t i o n o f h i s u n i q u e m e t h o d s o f s p i r i t u a l p e d a g o g y i n 
t ha t w o r k - m e t h o d s t h a t a r e c o n s c i o u s l y b a s e d o n h i s o w n u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g o f t he n a t u r e a n d d i v i n e u n d e r p i n n i n g s o f t h a t r e a l i t y o f 
the hea r t w h i c h l i t e r a l l y m a k e s us w h a t w e a r e , w h i c h , as he s i m p l y 
p u t s i t , "is insàn", is t h e v e r y i n n e r r e a l i t y o f h u m a n b e i n g . H i s 
m e t h o d o f t e a c h i n g t h e r e is n o t t he e l a b o r a t i o n o f a s i n g l e " t h e o r y " 
o r s y s t e m t h a t c o u l d s o m e h o w be a d e q u a t e l y s u m m a r i z e d , b u t 
r a t h e r the i n t e n t i o n a l l y p o i g n a n t a n d r e v e l a t o r y " s c a t t e r i n g " o f 
a l l u s i o n s t o t h a t o n e R e a l i t y i n a w a y t ha t c l o s e l y m i r r o r s the a c t u a l 



p r o c e s s o f s p i r i t u a l e x p e r i e n c e a n d g r o w t h i n e a c h o f o u r l i v e s . 6 T h e 
k e y t o t h a t p r o c e s s o f d i s c o v e r y , i n e a c h s u c c e e d i n g c h a p t e r , is n o t 
so m u c h t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f n e w " c o n c e p t s " ( s i nce h i s u n d e r l y i n g 
m e t a p h y s i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s a re a l w a y s p r e s e n t a n d c o n s t a n t l y re-
p e a t e d ) , b u t r a t h e r t h e n e w m e a n i n g s t h a t e a c h a t t e n t i v e r e a d e r 
c o n s t a n t l y d i s c o v e r s t h r o u g h o u r m y s t e r i o u s l y activated awareness o f 
the e v e r - r e n e w e d r e f l e c t i o n s o f w h a t I b n ' A r a b i ( a n d the Q u r ' a n 
a n d h a d i t h ) a re t a l k i n g a b o u t i n the c h a n g i n g f o r m s o f o u r o w n 
e x p e r i e n c e , m o m e n t b y m o m e n t . 7 

F o r t h a t r e a s o n w e s h a l l f o l l o w t h e u n f o l d i n g o f t h a t t e a c h i n g 
v e r y m u c h i n t he o r d e r t h a t r e fe rences t o t he h e a r t a c t u a l l y a p p e a r 
i n t he Futùhàt, b e g i n n i n g - as I b n ' A r a b i h i m s e l f does - w i t h h i s 
e v o c a t i o n o f h i s o w n r e v e l a t o r y e x p e r i e n c e s o f t h i s r e a l i t y t h a t 
u n d e r l i e t h i s a n d a l l h i s w r i t i n g s , a n d w i t h s o m e o f h i s m o r e 
a b s t r a c t r e f e r ences t o t h a t c o n t e m p l a t i v e a n d d i v i n e l y i n s p i r e d 
d i m e n s i o n o f s p i r i t u a l e x p e r i e n c e . T h e l a n g u a g e o f t h o s e o p e n i n g 
d i s c u s s i o n s m a y at first s e e m i m p o s s i b l y f a r r e m o v e d f r o m a n y t h i n g 
w e c o u l d p o s s i b l y e n c o u n t e r o u r s e l v e s , b u t the S h a y k h g r a d u a l l y 
m o v e s o n t o d e e p e r a n d d e e p e r p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l " a l l u s i o n s " 
(ishàràt) t h a t b e g i n t o a w a k e n o u r a w a r e n e s s o f a k i n d o f k n o w l e d g e 
a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t i n fact is c o n s t i t u t i v e o f a l l t h a t g i v e s 
m e a n i n g t o o u r l i v e s i n t h i s w o r l d . A s w e s h a l l see, t h o s e m o r e 
p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l , e v e n a n e c d o t a l , p a s s a g e s a r e o f t en r e m a r k -
a b l y r e m i n i s c e n t o f c l a s s i c a l d i s c u s s i o n s o f s p i r i t u a l e x p e r i e n c e -
w h e t h e r i n p o e t r y , p r o s e o r s c r i p t u r e - f r o m m y s t i c s a n d a r t i s t s 
w h o w e r e w o r k i n g w i t h i n o t h e r r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n s . 

* 
T h e first m e n t i o n o f t h e h e a r t i n t h e Futùhàt i s i n a k e y a u t o -
b i o g r a p h i c a l p o e m at t he v e r y b e g i n n i n g o f t h e b o o k , p a r t o f I b n 
' A r a b i ' s f a m o u s o p e n i n g l e t t e r to h i s T u n i s i a n S u f i f r i e n d , t he 
s h a y k h ' A z i z a l - M a h d a w i , e x p l a i n i n g t h e s p i r i t u a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
a n d m o t i v e s for c o m p o s i n g t h i s w o r k . A s t h i s p a s s a g e (at I , 71) 
m a k e s c l e a r , w h e n t he S h a y k h s p e a k s o f t he h e a r t i n t h i s w o r k , 
he is s p e a k i n g f r o m h i s o w n d i r e c t e x p e r i e n c e : everything i n t h i s 
i m m e n s e b o o k , he i n s i s t s , c o m e s f r o m a s i n g l e r e v e l a t o r y e x p e r i -
e n c e , w h e n af te r 

c o n t i n u a l l y k n o c k i n g at G o d ' s gate (of the hear t ) , c losely attentive 
(muràqib: a key te rm th roughout a l l his discussions o f the hear t ) , not 
be ing d i s t r a c t e d . . . , there appeared to m y eye (and " m y essence" or 
" s e l f " : 'ayni) the splendors o f H i s Face , un t i l n o t h i n g was there but 
that Essence, so that I encompassed a k n o w i n g o f B e i n g i n w h i c h there 
was no k n o w i n g i n ou r heart o f any th ing bu t G o d . 



T h e n f o l l o w s a r e m a r k a b l e , a l m o s t o u t r a g e o u s l y b o a s t f u l i n v i -
t a t i o n for e a c h r e a d e r to p l u n g e i n t o t he rest o f t h i s b o o k : " I f t hose 
p e o p l e , w h o a re so s t r a n g e (al-khalq al-gharib), w o u l d f o l l o w m y 
W a y , the a n g e l s w o u l d n o t a s k y o u a b o u t t h e R e a l i t i e s (o f t h e 
d i v i n e N a m e s ) , w h a t t h e y a r e ! " 8 

I n the o p e n i n g p o e t i c l i n e s o f t h e v e r y first c h a p t e r ( I , 2 1 5 ) , I b n 
' A r a b i c a l l s o n h i s r e a d e r to " L o o k at t h a t H o u s e ( the K a a b a o f 
the d i v i n e P r e s e n c e , t he ' H e a r t o f B e i n g ' , qalb al-wujud), w h o s e 
u n v e i l e d L i g h t i s r e s p l e n d e n t to p u r i f i e d h e a r t s , t o t hose w h o see 
I t / H i m t h r o u g h / w i t h G o d (billàh), w i t h o u t a n y v e i l . " R e t u r n i n g to 
the o p e n l y a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l p l a n e , t ha t o p e n i n g p o e m i n t r o d u c e s 
I b n ' A r a b i ' s c e l e b r a t e d c o n v e r s a t i o n at t h i s i n n e r " H o u s e " o r 
T e m p l e o f t he H e a r t b e t w e e n h i s e a r t h l y s e l f a n d t h e i m a g e o f h i s 
t r u e Se l f , a m y s t e r i o u s d i v i n e " y o u t h " (fata) w h o r e v e a l s t o h i m a l l 
t he s p i r i t u a l secre t s t o be r e c o r d e d i n these v e r y s p e c i a l " O p e n -
i n g s " . H a v i n g " t u r n e d t h e face o f h i s h e a r t t o w a r d h i s L o r d " , I b n 
' A r a b i i s t o l d b y t h i s d i v i n e P e r s o n (at I , 2 2 6 - 7 ) : 

T h i s K a a b a o f M i n e is the Hea r t o f be ing , a n d M y T h r o n e (the whole 
universe) is a l i m i t e d body for this Hear t . N e i t h e r o f them encompasses 
M e . . . but M y House w h i c h does encompass M e is y o u r hear t , 9 w h i c h 
is the sought-for G o a l (al-maqsùd), deposi ted i n y o u r v is ib le body . So 
those c i r c l i n g a round y o u r heart are the mysteries/secrets (of the d iv ine 
N a m e s ) , w h o resemble your (human) bodies c i r c u m a m b u l a t i n g these 
rocks (of the ear th ly K a a b a ) . . . . 

So jus t as one w h o knows the Secrets - w h o are c i r c l i n g about the 
Hea r t w h i c h encompasses M e - is in the loftiest a n d most resplendent 
o f stations, so y o u (human beings) have precedence over those (angels) 
c i r c l i n g the a l l - encompass ing T h r o n e . F o r y o u - a l l are c i r c l i n g the H e a r t 
o f the B e i n g o f the w o r l d : y o u are i n the s ta t ion o f the secrets o f those 
who k n o w . . . . F o r none but y o u (human beings) encompass M e , a n d I 
have not revealed M y s e l f i n the F o r m o f Perfect ion to any but your i nner 
Real i t ies . S o real ize the ful l extent o f what I have freely bestowed on 
y o u from the superna l D i g n i t y . . . . 

Y o u are the receptacle (anta al-inà') a n d I a m I (wa ana ana). So do 
not seek M e i n yourself, lest y o u suffer a n d to i l ; a n d do not seek M e 
outside yourself , o r y o u w i l l have no pleasure. N e v e r stop seeking M e , 
or y o u w i l l suffer torment . So do seek M e un t i l y o u f ind M e , a n d then 
ascend! B u t fo l low the r ight adab10 i n your seeking, a n d be ever-present 
(with M e ) as y o u set out on your way o f go ing . 

* * * 



I n t he f o l l o w i n g C h a p t e r 2 , w h i c h c o n c e r n s t h e m y s t e r i o u s " s c i e n c e 
o f l e t t e r s " , I b n ' A r a b i ' s r e fe rences to t h e " h e a r t " a l m o s t a l w a y s 
o c c u r i n t h e c o u r s e o f e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l d i s c u s s i o n s w h e r e he i s t r y i n g 
to e x p l a i n t h e s p e c i a l n a t u r e o f the d i v i n e l y i n s p i r e d k n o w i n g t h a t 
is t h e s o u r c e o f t h i s e s o t e r i c s c i e n c e . H e r e w e c a n o n l y q u o t e a f e w 
k e y p a s s a g e s f r o m t h o s e d i s c u s s i o n s (at I , 250—1) , w h i c h neces -
s a r i l y a p p e a r s o m e w h a t a b s t r a c t o r m y s t e r i o u s at t h i s e a r l y p o i n t 
a n d i n t h i s e x p l i c i t l y a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l c o n t e x t : 

N o w it is G o d (al-Haqq), f rom W h o m we take this knowledge , by 
e m p t y i n g our hearts o f t h i n k i n g and p r e p a r i n g them to receive the 
d iv ine inspi ra t ions (wàridàt). It is H e w h o gives us this mat ter f rom its 
very Source , wi thout any s u m m a r i z i n g or confusion (as i n poetic or 
in te l lec tua l i n sp i r a t i on ) , so that we k n o w the Rea l i t i e s as they rea l ly 
are, whe ther they be i n d i v i d u a l Rea l i t i es (of the d i v i n e N a m e s ) , o r ones 
that come in to existence i n combina t i ons , or the d i v i n e Rea l i t i es : and 
we do not have any doub t about any th ing conce rn ing them. O u r know-
ledge comes from T h e r e , a n d G o d (al-Haqq) is ou r teacher - t h rough 
inher i tance from the prophets , preserved a n d protec ted f rom error or 
genera l i ty or (confusion wi th ) external f o r m . . . . A n d ou r share o f that 
is i n p ropo r t i on to the p u r i t y o f the place (of ou r heart) a n d ou r recep-
t iv i ty a n d awareness o f G o d . 

A l i t t l e l a t e r i n t he s a m e c h a p t e r ( I , 2 5 5 - 8 ) , h o w e v e r , t he 
S h a y k h e x p l a i n s t he r e l e v a n c e o f t h i s i n s p i r a t i o n t o a l l h i s r e a d e r s : 

O u r a i m i n this book is to reveal the g l i m m e r s and a l lus ions and 
in t ima t ions from the secrets o f B e i n g . F o r i f we were to speak ful ly a n d 
open ly about the i nne r secrets o f these letters a n d wha t is d e m a n d e d by 
their r e a l i t i e s . . . (our w o r k w o u l d never come to an end) , since they are 
a m o n g those " W o r d s o f G o d " o f w h i c h H e has sa id : "If the sea were 
ink for the Words o f M y L o r d , the sea would be d r i e d u p before 
the words o f M y L o r d would be exhausted." (18:109) 

T h i s k i n d o f i n s p i r e d k n o w i n g , he p o i n t s o u t , 

conta ins a secret mystery a n d a r emarkab le a l lus ion for whoever reflects 
deeply on it a n d comes across these d i v i n e " W o r d s " . Because i f these 
k inds o f k n o w i n g were the result o f t h i n k i n g a n d reflection, h u m a n -
be ing (insàn) c o u l d be c i r c u m s c r i b e d i n a short pe r iod . B u t ins tead these 
acts o f k n o w i n g ar r ive from G o d (al-Haqq), c o n t i n u a l l y flowing in to the 
heart o f the (true) servant: they are H i s devoted spir i ts descending upon 
the servant from the w o r l d o f H i s U n s e e n , t h rough H i s M e r c y . . . a n d 
"from H i s Presence" (18:65). F o r G o d is perpe tua l ly bes towing them 
and c o n t i n u a l l y flowing forth w i t h them, a n d the " p l a c e " (of the heart) 
is l ikewise c o n t i n u a l l y rece iv ing - e i ther k n o w i n g or ignorance . So i f 



the servant (of G o d ) is p repared and receptive, a n d has po l i shed a n d 
pur i f ied the m i r r o r o f thei r heart, then they realize that d iv ine G i v i n g 
con t inua l ly a n d receive i n a single instant wha t c o u l d never be bounded 
w i t h i n t ime . 

I n t ha t sense as he e x p l a i n s a l i t t l e l a t e r i n t he s a m e s e c t i o n 
( I , 264—5) , t h i s e n t i r e b o o k is v e r y l i t e r a l l y a n d u n i q u e l y " f r o m 
the H e a r t " : 

I have recorded these inspi ra t ions i n accordance w i t h the c o m m a n d o f 
m y L o r d that I received. I do not speak about a n y t h i n g except by way 
o f (reporting) what I have heard (from G o d ) - jus t as I w i l l s top 
(wri t ing) whenever I a m directed to do so. F o r our composi t ions - this 
book a n d a l l the others — are not l ike other books; we do not fol low the 
procedure o f (ordinary) w r i t e r s . . . (who fol low their o w n aims and 
desires, o r wha t is r equ i red by a knowledge they want to c o m m u n i c a t e , 
at their o w n discre t ion) . N o , we are not l ike that i n ou r wr i t ings . T h e y 
are on ly hearts intent u p o n the D o o r o f the d iv ine P r e s e n c e , " careful ly 
a t tending to wha t is opened up to them through that D o o r , needy 
(faqira) a n d emp ty o f a l l knowledge (of thei r o w n ) . . . . 

So somet imes there appears to them from beh ind that C u r t a i n a 
pa r t i cu la r mat te r that they hasten to obey i n the w a y that was defined 
for them i n that C o m m a n d . A n d sometimes they receive things that are 
unl ike a n y t h i n g o r d i n a r i l y found by cus tom or t h i n k i n g or reflection i n 
ou twa rd k n o w l e d g e . . . because o f a h idden correspondence that is on ly 
perceived by the people o f sp i r i tua l unve i l ing . 

Indeed sometimes it is even stranger than that: for things are g iven to 
this heart that it is ordered to communica t e , a l though the person 
doesn't unders tand them at this t ime, because o f a d iv ine W i s d o m 
w h i c h is h i d d e n from the people. Therefore every person w h o composes 
acco rd ing to this " r e c e i v i n g " from G o d is not restr icted to understand-
i n g that about w h i c h they are speaking. 

* * * * 

N o t s u r p r i s i n g l y , for I b n ' A r a b i t he p r o c e s s o f t r u e s p i r i t u a l u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f S c r i p t u r e o r o t h e r f o r m s o f r e v e l -
a t i o n r e q u i r e s a v e r y s i m i l a r k i n d o f p r e p a r e d n e s s a n d r e c e p t i v i t y o f 
the h e a r t , e v e n i f t h a t p r o c e s s is far m o r e c o m m o n a n d f a m i l i a r . 
T h u s , s o m e w h a t l a t e r i n the s a m e C h a p t e r 2 ( I I , 7 3 - 5 ) , i n a 
d i s c u s s i o n o f h o w o n e s h o u l d p r o p e r l y g o a b o u t d i s c o v e r i n g t h e 
i n t e n d e d m e a n i n g s o f a p p a r e n t l y " o b s c u r e " o r a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c 
e x p r e s s i o n s i n r e v e a l e d S c r i p t u r e , I b n ' A r a b i a g a i n s t resses t h e 
i n d i s p e n s a b l e r o l e o f t h e h e a r t i n the p r a c t i c a l m e t h o d s a d o p t e d b y 
the " p e o p l e o f u n v e i l i n g a n d r e a l i z a t i o n " for u n d e r s t a n d i n g s u c h 
p r o b l e m a t i c o r m y s t e r i o u s d i v i n e s a y i n g s : 



W e empty our hearts o f reflective t h i n k i n g , a n d we sit together w i t h 
G o d (al-Haqq) on the carpet o f adab and sp i r i t ua l attentiveness 
(muràqaba) a n d presence and readiness to receive wha tever comes to us 
from H i m - so that i t is God w h o takes care o f t each ing us by means o f 
u n v e i l i n g and sp i r i t ua l r ea l i za t ion . So w h e n they have focused thei r 
hearts a n d their sp i r i t ua l aspirat ions (himam) on G o d and have t ru ly 
taken refuge w i t h H i m - g i v i n g up any re l iance on the c l a ims o f reflec-
t ion and inves t iga t ion a n d in te l lec tua l results - then thei r hearts are 
pur i f ied and open. O n c e they have this inner recept iv i ty , G o d manifests 
H i m s e l f to them, t each ing t hem a n d i n f o r m i n g them th rough the d i rec t 
v i s ion o f the inner meanings o f those (obscure scr ip tura l ) words a n d 
reports, i n a single instant . T h i s is one o f the k inds o f sp i r i t ua l 
" u n v e i l i n g " . . . . 

( T h r o u g h it) they l i m i t (the meanings o f these sc r ip tu ra l or prophet ic 
expressions) to wha t (God) ac tua l ly in tended by t h e m - even i f that 
very same expression occurs i n another report (wi th an ent i re ly differ-
ent in tended mean ing) . F o r there (these iden t i ca l words) have another 
mean ing , a m o n g those sacred d imens ions o f mean ing , w h i c h is specified 
i n that specific act o f wi tness ing . 

H o w e v e r t h i s r e l a t i v e l y c o m m o n a n d f a m i l i a r t y p e o f " u n v e i l -
i n g " o f t he s p i r i t u a l m e a n i n g s o f s c r i p t u r e o r r e v e l a t i o n w i t h i n the 
p u r i f i e d a n d r e c e p t i v e h e a r t , I b n ' A r a b i c a u t i o n s , i s q u i t e d i s t i n c t 
f r o m the r e l a t i v e l y r a r e r d i v i n e " A d d r e s s i n g " o f new w o r d s o r w r i t -
i n g o r o t h e r i n s p i r e d m e s s a g e s i n t e n d e d for o t h e r s ( b e y o n d the 
i n i t i a l r e c i p i e n t ) , s u c h as the d i v i n e " o p e n i n g s " I b n ' A r a b i h a s set 
d o w n i n t he Futùhàt i t se l f . 

I f a l l t h i s s t i l l s eems d i s t a n t i n d e e d f r o m o u r u s u a l f o r m s o f 
k n o w l e d g e a n d a w a r e n e s s , t h e f a i l u r e t o r e a l i z e t h i s k i n d o f t r u e 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d t r a n s f o r m i n g p r o x i m i t y to G o d , I b n ' A r a b i 
i n s i s t s (at I I , 8 2 - 5 ) , is d e f i n i t e l y no t t h e f au l t o f t he h e a r t i t se l f : 

Y o u shou ld k n o w that the heart is a po l i shed m i r r o r , that a l l o f it is a 
face, a n d that it never rusts. F o r i f it has been sa id to " r u s t " (as i n the 
famous h a d i t h that "hearts rust l ike i ron . . . " ) . . . , that express ion on ly 
refers to when the heart becomes connec ted a n d p reoccup ied w i t h 
(seeking) knowledge o f w o r l d l y matters (asbàb), a n d thereby dis t racted 
from its k n o w i n g o f a n d th rough G o d . I n that case its connec t ion w i t h 
what is other than G o d does obscure the face o f the heart , because it pre-
vents G o d ' s Self-manifestat ions (or " theophan ies" : tajalliyàt) f rom reach-
i n g the heart. Because the d i v i n e Presence is c o n t i n u a l l y manifes t ing 
Itself, a n d one c o u l d not imag ine any " v e i l " for that Self-manifestat ion. 
Bu t w h e n this heart fails to receive that M a n i f e s t a t i o n i n the prescr ibed 
and p ra i sewor thy w a y , because it has received someth ing other than 



G o d instead, then that r ece iv ing o f someth ing else is wha t is referred to 
as the " r u s t " and " v e i l s " a n d " l o c k " and " b l i n d n e s s " a n d the like 
(ment ioned i n the Q u r ' a n i c verses o n the hear t ) . 

H e r e (at I I , 8 4 ) , I b n ' A r a b i goes o n to e x p l a i n i n v e r y a b s t r a c t 
a n d s c h e m a t i c t e r m s , u s i n g h i s d i s t i n c t i v e , t h e o l o g i c a l - s o u n d i n g 
t e c h n i c a l t e r m i n o l o g y , s o m e o f the u n d e r l y i n g g r o u n d s for t h e 
a p p a r e n t p a r a d o x w i t h w h i c h w e b e g a n — t h a t i s , t he o b v i o u s a n d 
u n d e n i a b l e " q u a l i t a t i v e " d i f f e r ences b e t w e e n m o s t o f o u r o r d i n a r y 
e x p e r i e n c e a n d a n y t h i n g t ha t w e m i g h t e v e n r e m o t e l y c a l l m o m e n t s 
o f " t h e o p h a n y " . H i s e x p l a n a t i o n is t h a t a l t h o u g h t he h e a r t i n i t s e l f 
is b y i t s v e r y n a t u r e n o t h i n g b u t the t i m e l e s s " p l a c e " o f t h e d i v i n e 
S e l f - m a n i f e s t a t i o n , t h o s e s a m e e x p e r i e n c e s a n d p h e n o m e n a c a n 
be s u b j e c t i v e l y p e r c e i v e d at f o u r d i f f e r en t l e v e l s o f i n c r e a s i n g 
" d i s t a n c e " f r o m G o d . I t is e s s e n t i a l t o k e e p i n m i n d t ha t the 
S h a y k h ' s t e c h n i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n s i n t h i s p a s s a g e a re m e a n t to de-
s c r i b e the p o s s i b l e ways w e c a n a c t u a l l y p e r c e i v e o r c o n t e x t u a l i z e 
t he " o b j e c t s " o f o u r e x p e r i e n c e - i n t h e i r p e r c e i v e d c o n n e c t i o n 
(or l a c k t h e r e o f ) w i t h G o d - a n d no t d i f f e r en t k i n d s o r c l a s s e s o f 
p h e n o m e n a i n t h e m s e l v e s . 

F o r the hearts are e terna l ly and unceas ingly , by thei r very p r i m o r d i a l 
nature, po l i shed a n d pure and resplendent (mirrors o f G o d ) . Therefore 
every heart i n w h i c h the Presence o f G o d is manifest insofar as the 
T h e o p h a n y o f the d iv ine Essence (al-tajallì al-dhàti), or (what the myst ics 
cal l) " the R e d R u b y " : that is the heart o f the perfected h u m a n be ing , 
the (true) K n o w e r (of a n d w i t h G o d ) , the (pure) con templa to r (of G o d ) 
- and there is no other theophany higher than that. Benea th that is the 
theophany o f the d iv ine Attributes (in w h i c h the heart immed ia t e ly 
grasps a n d comes to k n o w the var ious d i v i n e " N a m e s " manifest i n its 
experience) . A n d beneath both o f those (higher levels o f theophany) is 
the theophany o f the d i v i n e Activities - but (in w h i c h those actions are) 
s t i l l perceived as be ing the Presence o f G o d . A s for anyone w h o 
does not (perceive a l l the happenings o f their experience) as Self-
manifestat ions flowing from the Presence o f G o d , that is the heart o f a 
person w h o is heedless o f G o d , banished from the p r o x i m i t y o f G o d . 

T h e u n f o l d i n g d i s c u s s i o n s o f t he h e a r t s c a t t e r e d t h r o u g h o u t t he 
rest o f t he Futùhàt a r e e s s e n t i a l l y a v a s t phenomenological a m p l i f i -
c a t i o n o f w h a t I b n ' A r a b i has s u m m a r i z e d h e r e , d e s i g n e d to b r i n g 
o u t t he e s s e n t i a l c o n n e c t i o n s o r " c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s " (munàsabàt) 
b e t w e e n t h e u n d e r l y i n g R e a l i t i e s o f these d i v i n e " N a m e s " a n d 
" A c t i v i t i e s " a n d t h e i r a c t u a l e x e m p l i f i c a t i o n s i n e a c h r e a d e r ' s o w n 
e x p e r i e n c e — a n d t h e r e b y to i n i t i a t e t he t r a n s f o r m i n g m o v e m e n t 
f r o m " h e e d l e s s n e s s " t o t he h e a r t ' s i n n a t e " k n o w i n g " a n d s p i r i t u a l 



p e r f e c t i o n . W h i l e t h o s e m o r e p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l s e c t i o n s a r e u s u a l l y 
ea s i e r reading, t h e i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i e n c e s t h e y p o i n t to a n d p r e s u p -
pose a re a n o t h e r m a t t e r . 

I I I . U n v e i l i n g the H e a r t ( C h a p t e r s 3 - 5 4 ) 

I n C h a p t e r 3 ( I I , 1 0 5 - 7 ) , i n h i s first d i s c u s s i o n o f t he f a m o u s 
h a d i t h o f " G o d ' s T w o F i n g e r s " a n d the r e l a t e d p r a y e r o f t he 
P r o p h e t fo r t he " T r a n s f o r m e r o f h e a r t s " t o " f i x m y h e a r t i n Y o u r 
R e l i g i o n " , I b n ' A r a b i t akes u p a k i n d o f " i n s p i r a t i o n " a n d a w a r e -
ness o f t h e h e a r t t h a t , i f m u c h less s p e c t a c u l a r , is a l s o m u c h c l o s e r 
t o t he a c t u a l r e a l i t y o f o u r m o m e n t - b y - m o m e n t e x p e r i e n c e : 
n a m e l y , t h e u n i v e r s a l h u m a n a w a r e n e s s o f moral r e a l i t i e s , a n d the 
r e s u l t i n g c o n f l i c t s , j u d g m e n t s , a n d " t e s t s " (to use the r e c u r r e n t 
Q u r ' a n i c e x p r e s s i o n ) t h a t c o n t i n u a l l y o c c u p y t he t h e a t e r o f t he 
H e a r t . 

G o d ' s " t u r n i n g o v e r " (taqlib) o f the hearts (6:110) is H i s c rea t ing i n 
them our concern w i t h good a n d our concern w i t h e v i l . So whenever 
the h u m a n be ing perceives the confl ict o f these oppos ing inc l ina t ions 
(khawàtir) i n the heart , that is a n expression o f G o d ' s " t u r n i n g o v e r " the 
heart - a n d this is a k i n d o f k n o w i n g that the h u m a n be ing cannot keep 
from hav ing . 

I b n ' A r a b i goes o n t o e x p l a i n t ha t t h e a l l u s i o n to G o d ' s " T w o 
F i n g e r s " h o l d i n g t he h e a r t , i n t h e w e l l k n o w n h a d i t h , refers " t o t he 
s p e e d o f i t s t u r n i n g o v e r b e t w e e n f a i t h a n d i n g r a t i t u d e (to G o d ) , 
w i t h a l l t h a t i m p l i e s " , a n d t h a t t he " d u a l i t y " o f t he two F i n g e r s 
l i k e w i s e refers to t he o p p o s i n g " i n c l i n a t i o n s t o w a r d g o o d a n d e v i l -
a l t h o u g h he h a s t e n s t o a d d t h a t a n " u n v e i l i n g " r e v e a l s ( i n w a y s 
he e x p l a i n s c o n s i d e r a b l y l a t e r 1 2 ) t h a t these " T w o F i n g e r s " a re re-
l a t e d t o t h e f a m o u s h a d i t h c o n c e r n i n g both o f G o d ' s H a n d s b e i n g 
"Right H a n d s " , b o t h i n s t r u m e n t s o f t h e a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g d i v i n e 
L o v i n g m e r c y (rahma). 

* 

I n C h a p t e r 4 , i n t h e c o n t e x t o f p r a i s i n g t h e s p e c i a l s p i r i t u a l 
b l e s s i n g s a n d i n f l u e n c e s o f M e c c a , I b n ' A r a b i goes o n t o m e n t i o n 
(at I I , 1 2 0 - 4 ) a k i n d o f " c o n t e m p l a t i o n " a n d i n s p i r e d k n o w l e d g e 
o f the h e a r t t h a t i s a b i t less m u n d a n e , b u t s t i l l a r e m a r k a b l y 
p o w e r f u l a n d w i d e s p r e a d e x p e r i e n c e fo r m a n y i n d i v i d u a l s w h o 
t o d a y a r e o f t e n u n a w a r e o f i t s d e e p e r r e l i g i o u s r o o t s a n d s i g n i -
ficance: t h e q u e s t i o n o f o u r s e n s i t i v i t y t o t he s p i r i t u a l p o w e r o f 
s a c r e d places: 



O n e o f the condi t ions for the person who knows th rough direct v i s i o n , 
w h o is master o f the stages a n d modes o f wi tness ing the U n s e e n spi r i -
tual reali t ies (mashahid al-ghayb), is that they are aware that places have 
an influence on sensitive h e a r t s . . . . [ O n l y the i n d i v i d u a l ent irely under 
the influence o f their o w n per tu rbed inner state, the sàhib al-hal, c o u l d 
fai l to perceive this powerful difference i n the sp i r i tua l in tensi ty o f 
be ing , the wujùd, o f different places.] Bu t as for the perfected person, the 
master o f this sp i r i t ua l stage (sàhib al-maqàm), they are able to d iscern 
this difference i n the power o f places, just as G o d differentiates between 
t h e m . . . W h a t a difference there is between a c i t y most o f whose 
bu i ld ings are the c a r n a l passions (shahawàt) a n d a c i ty most o f whose 
bu i ld ings are (divine) Signs and M i r a c l e s ! 

H e r e I b n ' A r a b i is p r o b a b l y a l l u d i n g m o r e s p e c i f i c a l l y t o " c i t i e s " o r 
s p i r i t u a l c o m m u n i t i e s o f h u m a n h e a r t s . H e t h e n goes o n to a d d r e s s 
d i r e c t l y h i s f r i e n d i n T u n i s , t he S h a y k h M a h d a w i (for w h o m the 
e n t i r e Futùhàt w a s o r i g i n a l l y c o m p o s e d ) , a n d to r e m i n d h i m o f h i s i n -
e x p l i c a b l e p r e f e r e n c e for s p i r i t u a l r e t r ea t at a p a r t i c u l a r p l a c e i n a 
c e m e t e r y o f T u n i s , w h e r e he fel t c l o s e r t o t h e p r e s e n c e o f a l - K h a d i r 
( " K h e z r " ) - a n d e v e n t u a l l y e n c o u n t e r e d t h a t age less i n i t i a t i c f i g u r e : 

N o w m y fr iend knows that this (power o f sp i r i t ua l places) is due to those 
who inhab i t that place, ei ther i n the present, such as some o f the noble 
angels or the pious spir i ts (jinn), o r else th rough the sp i r i t ua l intent ions 
(himma) o f those who used to inhab i t them and have passed o n , such as 
( . . . the house o f A b u Y a z i d a l - B a s t a m i , the p rayer - room o f a l - J u n a y d . . . ) 
and the places o f the Righ teous (the Sàlihìn) w h o have left beh ind this 
abode, but whose influences have remained beh ind them, so that sensi-
tive hearts are inf luenced by them. T h i s is also the cause for the 
influences that different places o f prayer have on the intensi ty o f pre-
sence (wujùd) o f the heart - not the number o f their br icks! . . . A n d who-
ever doesn' t notice this difference i n the sp i r i t ua l presence o f their heart 
between the marke tp lace and the place o f p rayer is under the influence 
o f their pass ing hal, not the master o f this sp i r i tua l s tat ion. . . . Indeed your 
intensi ty o f presence (wujùd) is acco rd ing to y o u r compan ions (julasà'), 
for the sp i r i tua l aspira t ions (himam) of one's compan ions have a t remend-
ous influence on the heart o f the one w h o is there w i t h them - a n d their 
intent ions are acco rd ing to their sp i r i tua l r a n k s . . . . 

. . . So for us, the awareness o f this matter , I mean the knowledge o f 
the sp i r i tua l influence o f places a n d the sensi t iv i ty to its greater o r lesser 
presence, is part o f the comple t ion of the mastery o f the K n o w e r a n d 
the h igh d i g n i t y o f that s ta t ion, o f the K n o w e r ' s respons ib i l i ty for things 
and their facul ty o f sp i r i tua l discernment . 

O f c o u r s e t h i s p a r t i c u l a r case is o n l y o n e s m a l l p a r t o f t he l a r g e r 
q u e s t i o n o f t he s p i r i t u a l p r e s e n c e o r a w a r e n e s s o f the h e a r t , a n d i n 
C h a p t e r 12 ( I I , 346) I b n ' A r a b i a l l u d e s t o t h e e x a m p l e a n d e x e m p -
l a r w h i c h u n d e r l i e s so m u c h o f h i s w o r k : 



N o w ( M u h a m m a d ) a l l u d e d to someth ing w h i c h the people o f G o d have 
put in to pract ice and found to be sound , a n d that is his say ing : " I f it 
were not for your speak ing too m u c h a n d the t u r m o i l i n y o u r hearts, 
then y o u w o u l d have seen wha t I see a n d w o u l d have heard wha t I hear!" 
F o r he was s ingled out for the rank o f perfection (kamàl) i n a l l th ings , 
i n c l u d i n g perfection i n servanthood, so that he was the absolute servant 
(of G o d ) . 

. . . A n d A i s h a sa id: " the Messenger o f G o d used to r emember G o d i n 
a l l o f his states," a n d we have h a d an abundan t inher i tance f rom that. 
N o w this (constant presence w i t h G o d ) is a mat ter that specif ical ly 
involves the inner d i m e n s i o n o f the h u m a n be ing a n d our " s p e e c h " 
(qawl), a l t hough things (apparent ly) c o n t r a d i c t i n g that m a y appear i n 
our act ions , as we have rea l i zed and ver i f ied w i t h regard to this sp i r i -
tua l s ta t ion - even i f that appears p u z z l i n g to someone w h o has no 
knowledge o f the sp i r i t ua l states. 

F o r t u n a t e l y , a l t h o u g h m a n y o f t he f o r m s o r d e g r e e s o f p r a y e r 
a n d c o n t e m p l a t i o n e v o k e d b y I b n ' A r a b i m i g h t a p p e a r a t first 
g l a n c e to l i e b e y o n d t he u s u a l r a n g e o f o u r e x p e r i e n c e o r , i n s o m e 
cases , e v e n o u r m o s t a m b i t i o u s a s p i r a t i o n s , he is a l s o a m a s t e r i n 
e v o k i n g a n d s u g g e s t i n g t he f u n d a m e n t a l r o l e o f t he d i v i n e a c t i v i t y 
a n d t h e p r o v i d e n t i a l d i v i n e " C a r i n g " (inàya) t h a t c o n s t a n t l y 
u n d e r l i e s every s t age o f t h i s i n d i v i d u a l p r o c e s s o f r e a l i z a t i o n — n o t 
j u s t i n a b s t r a c t , m e t a p h y s i c a l t e r m s , b u t o f t e n , e s p e c i a l l y i n the 
Futùhàt, i n s u b t l y p r a c t i c a l w a y s w h o s e r e l e v a n c e a n d m e a n i n g o n l y 
b e c o m e c l e a r t o r e a d e r s w h o a re w i l l i n g t o a p p r o a c h t he w o r k 
s l o w l y a n d a t t e n t i v e l y i n t e r m s o f i t s e c h o e s a n d i m p l i c a t i o n s i n 
t h e i r o w n e x p e r i e n c e . H i s l a n g u a g e f o r d e s c r i b i n g t h e p h e n o m e n a 
o f " g r a c e " a n d the h u m a n - d i v i n e i n t e r a c t i o n s , i n a l l t h e i r r i c h n e s s , 
is s u r e l y m o s t f u l l y d e v e l o p e d i n the h u n d r e d s o f l a t e r c h a p t e r s o f 
the Futùhàt o n the v a r i o u s s p i r i t u a l s t a t i o n s , b u t C h a p t e r 2 4 ( I I I , 
1 7 8 - 9 ) m a r k s o n e o f h i s first a l l u s i o n s to t h i s p r a c t i c a l l y c e n t r a l 
d i m e n s i o n o f t he p r o b l e m t h a t c o n c e r n s us he re : 

A s for those hearts w h o are pass ionately i n love (muta'ashshiqa) w i t h 
the (divine) " B r e a t h s " , since the treasuries o f the a n i m a t i n g spir i ts (of 
h u m a n souls) are i n love w i t h the Breaths o f the A l l - M e r c i f u l - because 
o f this i nne r connec t ion and correspondence (between the d iv ine Sp i r i t 
and ou r souls) - the Messenger o f G o d sa id : " T h e B r e a t h o f the A l l -
M e r c i f u l is c o m i n g to me f rom the Y e m e n . " Because the a n i m a t i n g 
spir i t (that gives life to ou r soul) is a (divine) " b r e a t h " , and the Source 
o f those breaths, for the hearts that are i n love w i t h t h e m , is the B r e a t h 
o f the A l l - M e r c i f u l w h i c h is f rom the " Y e m e n " , 1 3 for whoever has been 
taken from their true H o m e l a n d , separated from thei r home a n d rest ing 
place: therefore (that Brea th) conta ins release from (the hearts ') 
oppress ion a n d the r e m o v a l o f misfortunes. W h i c h is w h y he also sa id : 



" S u r e l y G o d has fragrant breaths (or 'breezes' , nafahàt), so go toward 
the fragrant breaths o f y o u r L o r d ! " 

* * 

O n e o f t h e S h a y k h ' s m o s t p o w e r f u l l y m o v i n g e v o c a t i o n s o f t he 
s o u l ' s s ta te o f t r u e p r a y e r a n d a w a r e n e s s o f G o d is i n h i s C h a p t e r 
4 1 , o n the " P e o p l e o f t he N i g h t " - the " N i g h t " i n q u e s t i o n ( b a s e d 
o n c o m p l e x a l l u s i o n s to a n u m b e r o f h a d i t h a n d Q u r ' a n i c ve r s e s , as 
w e l l as c l a s s i c a l A r a b i c l o v e - p o e t r y ) b e i n g c o n c e i v e d he re as t he 
i n n e r s ta te o f m u t u a l i n t i m a c y a n d a w a r e n e s s b e t w e e n the h u m a n 
l o v e r a n d t h e d i v i n e B e l o v e d , h o w e v e r a n d w h e n e v e r t ha t c o n t e m -
p l a t i v e s ta te m i g h t o c c u r . I n t h i s i n t i m a t e , s p e e c h l e s s d i a l o g u e 
w i t h i n t h e h e a r t , i t is t he d i v i n e " V o i c e " t h a t is s p e a k i n g a t first 
he re ( I V , 41—3) , d e s c r i b i n g the i n n e r r e a l i t y o f these " n o c t u r n a l " 
p r a y e r s , t he f u l l y r e a l i z e d s ta te o f " r e c o l l e c t i o n " (dhikr): 

So / a m the O n e r e c i t i n g 1 4 My B o o k to the person p r a y i n g , th rough his 
tongue - a n d he is the one w h o is l i s tening, for that is M y "n igh t - t ime 
c o n v e r s a t i o n " (musàmirati). A n d that servant is the one who is t ak ing 
pleasure i n M y S p e a k i n g - such that i f he s topped (to ponder) the 
meanings (of what I a m saying) he w o u l d be taken away from M e by 
his t h i n k i n g a n d reflection. 

For what is essential for the servant here is to listen attentively to Me, to 
devote his hear ing ent i re ly to wha t I a m saying , un t i l the point where / 
a m ac tua l ly the O n e i n that rec i t ing - as though I were rec i t ing it to 
h i m and m a k i n g h i m listen to i t - un t i l I am the O n e e x p l a i n i n g M y 
words to h i m , t r ans la t ing its inner m e a n i n g to h i m . T h a t is M y noctur-
nal convers ing w i t h the servant, so that he takes his k n o w i n g d i rec t ly 
from M e , not from his o w n t h i n k i n g or considera t ions . 

F o r (the true K n o w e r ) is not dis t racted (from total at tent ion to M e ) 
by the m e n t i o n (in those Q u r ' a n i c words) o f the G a r d e n or the F i r e , o f 
the A c c o u n t i n g a n d R e v i e w i n g (of our works at the J u d g m e n t ) , o r o f 
this w o r l d or the next. F o r that (accompl ished d iv ine K n o w e r ) does not 
reflect o n each verse w i t h his intellect or investigate it w i t h his o w n 
th ink ing . Ins tead he on ly "listens attentively" ( a l lud ing to the key 
verse at 50:37 w i t h w h i c h we began) to what I a m say ing to h i m , 
"while he is witnessing" ( M e ) , present w i t h M e , wh i l e I take upon 
M y s e l f the respons ib i l i ty for teach ing h i m . . . . In that w a y the K n o w e r 
realizes w i t h complete cer ta inty knowings w h i c h d i d not come from 
w i t h i n himself , since It was from M e that he heard the Q u r ' a n , f rom 
M e that he heard Its exp lana t ion and the c o m m e n t a r y on Its meanings , 
what I meant by this or that pa r t i cu la r verse or chapter . 

That is the K n o w e r ' s proper adab w i t h me, his careful ly l i s tening and 
pay ing heed to M e . So i f I seek them out for a noc tu rna l conversa t ion 
conce rn ing someth ing , they answer M e i m m e d i a t e l y w i t h their presence 
and readiness, and their immed ia t e w i t n e s s i n g . . . 



Indeed i f the D a w n comes a long a n d I have ascended u p o n the 
T h r o n e 1 5 . . . , M y servant goes off to his l i ve l ihood a n d the c o m p a n y o f 
his fel lows. B u t I have already opened u p a " D o o r " for h i m a m o n g M y 
creatures, a D o o r between M y s e l f and h i m th rough w h i c h M y servant 
sees M e a n d th rough w h i c h I see h i m - a l though the others don ' t not ice 
that. So I converse w i t h M y servant t h rough his tongue, w i thou t his 
be ing aware o f that. A n d M y servant receives (that sp i r i t ua l instruc-
tion) from M e "with clear Insight" (12:108), a l though those people 
don ' t k n o w that a n d th ink that they are the ones w h o are t a l k i n g to 
h i m , even though (in reality) no one is speaking other than Me! T h e y imag ine 
that M y servant is answer ing them, w h e n they are ac tua l ly r e p l y i n g to 
no one but M e ! " 

T h e final p a r a g r a p h he re o f c o u r s e r e c a l l s s o m e o f t h e m e t a p h y s -
i c a l t e a c h i n g s m o s t c o m m o n l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h I b n ' A r a b i a n d h i s 
l a t e r i n t e r p r e t e r s , i d e a s w h i c h he m o s t o f t e n d e v e l o p s i n c o n n e c t i o n 
w i t h t he h a d i t h o f t h e d i v i n e " t r a n s f o r m a t i o n t h r o u g h the f o r m s (o f 
the c r e a t u r e s ) " a n d t h e c e l e b r a t e d h a d i t h i n w h i c h t he s p i r i t u a l 
v i r t u e o f ihsàn ( " r i g h t - a n d - b e a u t i f u l - a c t i o n " ) a n d t h e u l t i m a t e g o a l 
o f R e l i g i o n i s d e f i n e d as " s e r v i n g G o d as t h o u g h y o u see H i m " . B u t 
t h i s d i v i n e s p e e c h f r o m C h a p t e r 4 1 , w i t h i ts o p e n i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f 
t he h e a r t as t he o p e n " D o o r " l i n k i n g G o d a n d the s o u l - a n d o f the 
m o s t " m u n d a n e " i n c i d e n t s o f e a c h p e r s o n ' s e v e r y d a y l ife as p r i c e -
less , e n t i r e l y i n d i v i d u a l " p r i v a t e l e s s o n s " f r o m G o d - t h r o w s a v e r y 
d i f f e ren t , less " m y s t i c a l " a n d m u c h m o r e p r a c t i c a l a n d i n s t r u c t i v e 
l i g h t o n t h a t s a m e t e a c h i n g . 

* * * 

I b n ' A r a b i ' s n e x t d i s c u s s i o n o f the e n l i g h t e n e d " h e a r t " , i n C h a p t e r 
4 3 ( I V , 7 8 - 8 2 ) o n the " p e o p l e o f i n n e r s p i r i t u a l ' s c r u p u l o u s n e s s ' " , 
e m p h a s i z e s e v e n m o r e s t r o n g l y the i m p o r t a n c e o f c a r r y i n g o u t t h i s 
s p i r i t u a l p r a c t i c e o f r e a l i z i n g the d i v i n e P r e s e n c e w i t h i n a l l t he 
t e s t i n g d e m a n d s o f s o c i a l l i fe i n t h i s w o r l d , b u t i n c o m p l e t e s e c r e c y , 
w i t h o u t l e a v i n g a n y o p e n i n g f o r the m u l t i p l e f o r m s o f i n n e r h y p o -
c r i s y a n d p o t e n t i a l c o r r u p t i o n t ha t a r e u s u a l l y t i e d u p , i n a n y 
c u l t u r e , w i t h a n y o v e r t o r d i s t i n c t i v e p e r s o n a l f o c u s o n " s p i r i t u a l " 
a c t i v i t i e s . A n d i n fact t he P r o p h e t i c a d v i c e r e g a r d i n g t h i s s t a te t h a t 
I b n ' A r a b i q u o t e s h e r e , i f o n e p u t s i t i n t o p r a c t i c e , is l i k e l y to l e a d 
i n d i r e c t i o n s s o m e w h a t d i f f e r en t f r o m any s o c i e t y ' s p u b l i c e x p e c -
t a t i o n s o f " r e l i g i o s i t y " : 

N o w since this was the inner state o f the people o f wara', they fo l lowed 
i n their (daily) matters and act ivi t ies the ways o f the c o m m o n people , 
not l e t t ing them k n o w that this (inner scrupulousness a n d attentiveness) 



dis t inguished t hem from them, concea l ing themselves beh ind the 
conven t iona l arrangements i n the w o r l d so that no specia l praise is 
accorded the person w h o takes o n those ways . 

H e r e t h e S h a y k h goes o n to e x p l a i n t h a t " t h e p e o p l e o f G o d 
c a r e f u l l y a v o i d a n y t h i n g l i k e " w h a t w o u l d c a u s e t h e m to be s i n g l e d 
o u t for t h e i r p i e t y o r a s c e t i c i s m o r g o o d n a t u r e a n d the l i k e . H e 
t h e n asks h i s r e a d e r t o 

P o n d e r wha t (the Prophet ) sa id about this sp i r i t ua l s ta t ion , t each ing his 
in t imates h o w they s h o u l d act i n regard to it: " S t o p d o i n g whatever 
dis turbs y o u , a n d turn to what does not d i s tu rb y o u ! " A n d his say ing : 
"Seek the guidance o f y o u r heart (istafti qalbaka), even i f it guides y o u 
toward wha t fascinates or tempts y o u (al-maftùn)." 

T h e s e t w o h a d i t h , w h i c h c o u l d c e r t a i n l y be i n t e r p r e t e d ( i f t a k e n 
i n i s o l a t i o n ) i n o r d e r to j u s t i f y s o m e o f t h e n o t o r i o u s w a y s o f t he 
malàmìya o r t he n o n c o n f o r m i s t a t t i t u d e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the i d e a l o f 
the "rend" i n H a f e z ' s p o e t r y , i n fact offer s o m e o f t h e m o s t u s e f u l 
a n d s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d - i f a l s o i n c r e d i b l y d e m a n d i n g a n d c h a l -
l e n g i n g - p r a c t i c a l s p i r i t u a l g u i d a n c e o n e c o u l d find a n y w h e r e i n 
the Futùhàt: 

T h u s (the Prophet ) po in ted them i n the d i rec t ion o f their o w n hearts, 
because o f wha t he k n e w their hearts con ta ined o f the secret /mystery 
o f G o d (sirr Allah), wha t their hearts i n c l u d e d (of that Secret) that is 
essential to r ea l i z ing this sp i r i t ua l stat ion. F o r i n the hearts there is a 
special d i v i n e C a r e a n d P r o t e c t i o n 1 6 that is not perce ived by any but 
the people o f attentive awareness (ahl al-muràqaba), concealed for them 
there (in the heart) . 

T h e p e o p l e o f t h i s " P u r e R e l i g i o n " ( 3 9 : 3 ) , I b n ' A r a b i a d m i t s , 
a l m o s t i n e v i t a b l y b e c o m e r e c o g n i z e d e v e n t u a l l y as s o m e h o w 
p e c u l i a r - a l t h o u g h m o s t p e o p l e d o no t a t a l l s u s p e c t j u s t why t h e y 
a re so m y s t e r i o u s l y " s p e c i a l " . T h e p a r t i c u l a r e x a m p l e he c h o o s e s 
to g i v e h e r e , o f the c o n s c i e n t i o u s n e s s o f a n a n o n y m o u s s i s t e r o f the 
f a m o u s e a r l y B a g h d a d i S u f i B i s h r a l - H a f i , r e v e a l e d i n a q u e s t i o n 
she b r o u g h t to t h e l e a r n e d j u r i s t A h m a d I b n H a n b a l , is a t e l l i n g 
i l l u s t r a t i o n o f t h e o u t w a r d l y m o d e s t w a y o f l i fe t h e S h a y k h h a s i n 
m i n d . T h e k e y t o t h i s h i g h e s t l e v e l o f c o n s c i e n t i o u s s p i r i t u a l p r a c -
t i c e , he a g a i n i n s i s t s , is s i m p l y t o b e g i n a p p l y i n g these t w o u t t e r l y 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d s a y i n g s o f the P r o p h e t : 

F o r he gave us the T r u e Ba lance (al-mizàn) i n our hearts, so that our 
stat ion migh t be concea led from others, w h o l l y devoted to G o d , i n 



comple te p u r i t y a n d s incer i ty , not k n o w n by any bu t G o d a n d then 
H i s t rusted c o m p a n i o n : "Is not the Pure Re l ig ion (wholly) God's?!" 
(39:3) - since any other fo rm o f re l ig ion is i nev i t ab ly co r rup ted either 
by the p rompt ings o f the egoistic self (the nafs) or its concern w i t h soc ia l 
propriet ies . 

. . . S o w h e n the people o f this sp i r i tua l s tat ion saw the Prophe t ' s care-
ful a t tent ion to what is rea l i zed w i t h i n the heart o f the servant, what 
he sa id about it a n d wha t he po in ted out that the h u m a n be ing shou ld 
do a n d shou ld a v o i d by seeking to r e m a i n concealed: (when they saw 
a l l that,) they put i t in to pract ice i n order to real ize that (station), they 
fo l lowed that pa th , a n d they k n e w that the sa lva t ion we seek f rom the 
l awgive r is only possible th rough concea l ing our sp i r i t ua l state. So he 
bestowed u p o n them (the duty) to act a c c o r d i n g to that a n d to ac t ive ly 
realize i t . 

Therefore the people o f this s tat ion rea l i zed that this (earthly) abode 
is an abode o f concea lment (for us as it is for G o d ) , a n d w h y G o d was 
not content i n desc r ib ing (Hi s ) re l ig ion un t i l H e h a d qua l i f i ed it as 
the "Pure and Sincere (Religion)" (al-dìn al-khàlis). So they sought a 
way i n w h i c h they w o u l d not be cor rup ted by any form o f associa t ing 
(any w o r l d l y motives w i t h the pure service o f G o d ) , so that they migh t 
apply themselves to this place (i.e., life i n this wor ld ) w i t h jus t wha t it 
deserves, f rom the point o f v i e w o f proper adab, w i s d o m , and obse rv ing 
and f o l l o w i n g the l a w (shar'). H e n c e they ve i l ed themselves f rom the 
o r d i n a r y people th rough the veils o f sc rupulous p ie ty (wara'), w h i c h the 
people don ' t even not ice , since (for them) that is the o u t w a r d aspect o f 
re l ig ion (zàhir al-dìn) a n d the received forms o f knowledge . F o r i f 
the people o f this sp i r i t ua l s ta t ion fo l lowed o u t w a r d l y a n y t h i n g other 
than the c o m m o n l y received forms o f re l ig ion they w o u l d s tand out -
and thereby end u p a c c o m p l i s h i n g the opposi te o f wha t they were 
seeking. 

Y e t i f " t h e c o m m o n p e o p l e o n l y n o t i c e these ( a n o n y m o u s s a i n t s ) 
a c c o r d i n g t o the u s u a l m o t i v e s t h e y h a v e c o n c e r n i n g t h e m " , he 
c o n c l u d e s , t h o s e w h o h a v e r e a l i z e d t h i s s p i r i t u a l s t a t i o n a r e a l r e a d y 
" b e i n g p r a i s e d b y G o d , b y t h e h o l y d i v i n e N a m e s , b y the a n g e l s , 
b y t he p r o p h e t s a n d m e s s e n g e r s , a n d b y the a n i m a l s a n d p l a n t s 
a n d m i n e r a l s a n d e v e r y t h i n g t h a t s i n g s G o d ' s p r a i s e s . I t i s o n l y t he 
j i n n a n d h u m a n b e i n g s (al-thaqalayn) w h o a r e e n t i r e l y u n a w a r e o f 
t h e m , e x c e p t for t h o s e i n d i v i d u a l s to w h o m G o d m a y r e v e a l t h e i r 
i d e n t i t y . " T h i s e m p h a t i c a l l u s i o n t o t h e n e c e s s a r y a n o n y m i t y o f 
the " F r i e n d s o f G o d " ( the awliyà') is o f c o u r s e a c e n t r a l t h e m e i n 
I b n ' A r a b i ' s s p i r i t u a l t e a c h i n g , a n d o n e t h a t i s m a r v e l o u s l y i l l u s -
t r a t e d b y h i s a n e c d o t e s a b o u t h i s o w n p e r s o n a l e n c o u n t e r s w i t h 
s u c h h i d d e n s a i n t s t h r o u g h o u t t h e I s l a m i c w o r l d , w h e t h e r s c a t t e r e d 
i n the Futùhàt o r , m o r e a c c e s s i b l y i n E n g l i s h , i n t h e s t o r i e s t r a n s l a t e d 
i n Sufis of Andalusia. H o w e v e r , f r o m the p r a c t i c a l p o i n t o f v i e w , i t 



m i g h t be e v e n m o r e r e v e a l i n g to c o n n e c t w h a t I b n ' A r a b i h a s 
s a i d a b o u t s u c h h i d d e n s a i n t s , w h e t h e r i n t h o s e c o l l e c t e d s t o r i e s o r 
he re i n C h a p t e r 4 3 , w i t h h i s l e s s o n o n G o d ' s i n s t r u c t i o n o f t he 
h e a r t ( a n d H i s m u n d a n e i n s t r u m e n t s o f t h a t t e a c h i n g ) i n t h e i m -
m e d i a t e l y p r e c e d i n g e x c e r p t s f r o m C h a p t e r 4 1 . T h e s p e c i a l 
e f fec t iveness , a n d the d e e p e r f a s c i n a t i o n , o f t h i s s t r a n g e b o o k -
m i r r o r i n g l i fe i t s e l f - l i e s i n j u s t s u c h j u x t a p o s i t i o n s a n d h i d d e n 
c o n n e c t i o n s . 

S i n c e t he e x t e r n a l , v i s i b l e p a t h o f these t r u e " p e o p l e o f the h e a r t " , 
for I b n ' A r a b i , o r d i n a r i l y c o m p r i s e s a b o v e a l l t h e " o u t w a r d a s p e c t 
o f R e l i g i o n " (zàhir al-Din), i t is n o t s u r p r i s i n g i f m u c h o f t he rest o f 
t h i s o p e n i n g s e c t i o n o f t h e Futùhàt17 i s d e v o t e d t o t he i n n e r secre t s 
o r m y s t e r i e s (asràr), t he " h e a r t - d i m e n s i o n " , o f t h e " F i v e P i l l a r s " , 
a n d e s p e c i a l l y o f the r i t u a l p r a y e r (salàt). A s the S h a y k h p o i n t s o u t 
i n h i s n e x t d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e h e a r t , i n C h a p t e r 47 ( I V , 1 3 4 - 7 ) : 

N o w there is no act o f worsh ip or devot ion (ibàda) that G o d has 
prescr ibed for H i s servants that does not have a specia l connect ion w i t h 
a d iv ine N a m e , or a d i v i n e R e a l i t y i m p l i c i t in that N a m e , w h i c h gives 
to (the person c a r r y i n g out) that devot ion what it gives to the heart 
i n this w o r l d . . . and i n the other w o r l d . . . . [ In this w o r l d , those cor-
responding "g i f t s " o f each N a m e to the heart inc lude its specific] 
stations a n d forms o f k n o w i n g a n d awareness, and the d iv ine Signs a n d 
manifestat ions o f G r a c e (karamàt) i n c l u d e d i n its specific sp i r i t ua l 
states. . . . 

N o w G o d says that H e converses in t ima te ly w i t h the person p r a y i n g 
[a l lud ing to C h a p t e r 41 above] , a n d H e is L ight (24:35), so H e confides 
(in H i s servant i n prayer) th rough H i s N a m e " T h e L i g h t " (al-Nùr) a n d 
no other. A n d jus t as L i g h t dr ives away a l l darkness, so the r i t ua l 
prayer cuts off every other p reoccupa t ion , un l ike the other acts (of 
devot ion) , w h i c h do not involve le t t ing go o f everything other than G o d , 
as the r i t u a l prayer does. T h i s is w h y prayer is c a l l ed " a l i g h t " [in the 
had i th " P r a y e r is a l i g h t " ] , because i n that way G o d gives (the servant) 
the G o o d N e w s that i f he confides i n G o d a n d entrusts h imse l f to H i m 
through H i s N a m e " T h e L i g h t " , then H e is alone w i t h the servant and 
removes every transient t h ing (kawn) i n the servant 's act o f wi tness ing 
H i m d u r i n g their in t imate conversat ion. . . . 

Therefore every servant w h o is (outwardly) p r ay ing , but whose act o f 
prayer does not remove them from everything (other than G o d ) , is not 
t ru ly p r a y i n g , and that act o f prayer is not a L i g h t for them. A n d 
anyone w h o is rec i t ing (the verses o f the Q u r ' a n ) i n w a r d l y , w i t h i n their 
soul , but w h o does not d i rec t ly witness God's remembering them within 
Himself, has n o t . . . rea l ly remembered G o d w i t h i n their sou l , because o f 



the lack o f the r ight i nne r correspondence (between G o d a n d the recep-
tive soul ) , due to wha t is present there o f things o f this w o r l d , such as 
fami ly a n d c h i l d r e n a n d friends, o r o f the other w o r l d , such as the pres-
ence o f the angels i n his thoughts . . . . T h e i n w a r d state (of presence and 
recept ivi ty) o f the servant p r a y i n g must be such that none but their Lord is 
intimately addressing them i n thei r prayer a n d rec i ta t ion , i n their praises 
and pet i t ions (to G o d ) . 

A n d I b n ' A r a b i goes o n h e r e to m u l t i p l y a t l e n g t h t he i n n e r 
c o n d i t i o n s fo r e x p e r i e n c i n g t h e t r u e r e a l i t y o f salàt. F o r as h e p o i n t s 
o u t , " A m o n g t he a c t s o f d e v o t i o n a n d w o r s h i p (cibàdat) t h e r e is 
n o n e t h a t b r i n g s t he s e r v a n t c l o s e r to t h e a n g e l i c s p i r i t u a l s t a t i o n s 
o f ' t h o s e d r a w n n e a r to G o d ' ( the muqarrabùn), w h i c h is t h e h i g h e s t 
s t a t i o n o f t h e F r i e n d s o f G o d — w h e t h e r o f a n g e l o r M e s s e n g e r o r 
p r o p h e t o r s a i n t o r p e r s o n o f f a i t h - t h a n t he a c t o f p r a y e r . " L e s t 
o n e d e s p a i r o f e v e r r e a l i z i n g - a t leas t as s o m e t h i n g m o r e t h a n a 
m e m o r a b l e hal - s u c h a t r u e i n n e r s t a te o f p r a y e r , t h e S h a y k h 
i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w s t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n w i t h a n o t h e r i m a g i n e d s p e e c h 
o f G o d to h i s a n g e l s , a s p e e c h w h i c h u n d e r l i n e s t h e e x t r a o r d i n a r y 
d i g n i t y a n d r a r i t y o f a n y h u m a n a c h i e v e m e n t i n t h i s r e a l m o f 
p r a y e r : 

F o r I have p laced between this servant o f M i n e a n d the " s t a t i on o f 
P r o x i m i t y (to M e ) " (maqam al-qurba) m a n y veils a n d immense obstacles, 
i n c l u d i n g the goals o f the c a r n a l soul ; sensual desires a n d passions; 
t ak ing care o f other people, proper ty , f ami ly , servants a n d friends; and 
terr ible fears. Y e t ( M y servant) has cut th rough a l l that a n d con t inued 
to strive un t i l he prostrated h i m s e l f [c lear ly more than b o d i l y mot ions 
are i n v o l v e d i n this sense o f sujùd] and drew near (to M e ) a n d became 
one o f the muqarrabùn. So look, O M y angels, at h o w spec ia l ly favored 
y o u are a n d at the super ior i ty o f your rank , a l though I d i d not test y o u 
w i t h these obstacles nor obl igate y o u to undergo thei r pains . A n d 
real ize the rank o f this servant, a n d give h i m a l l that he is due for every-
th ing that he has undergone a n d suffered on his p a t h ( toward M e ) , for 
M y sake! 

* * * * * 

I n C h a p t e r 5 0 , o n t h e " p e o p l e o f Hayra ( s p i r i t u a l ' b e w i l d e r m e n t ' ) " 
- o n e o f t he h i g h e s t s p i r i t u a l s t a t i o n s fo r I b n ' A r a b i , as w e k n o w 
- he r e t u r n s t o a n e v e n c l o s e r p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h i s 
s ta te o f t h e t r u l y o p e n a n d p u r i f i e d h e a r t , i n a n a c c o u n t w h o s e 
c o n c l u s i o n r e c a l l s c e r t a i n c e l e b r a t e d p o e m s o f J o h n o f t he C r o s s . 
T h e first p a r t o f t h a t d e s c r i p t i o n ( I V , 2 1 8 - 2 5 ) , t h o u g h , s i m p l y 
s u m m a r i z e s t he p r o c e s s b y w h i c h a n y o f t he " p e o p l e o f s p i r i t u a l 
u n v e i l i n g " — as o p p o s e d to t h e f o l l o w e r s o f i n t e l l e c t u a l r e f l e c t i o n o r 



o f m e r e f o r m a l o b e d i e n c e (taqlid) — set o u t t o d i s c o v e r t he r i g h t 
divine a n s w e r t o t h e i r r e l i g i o u s q u e s t i o n s , a r i s i n g f r o m the r e c u r r e n t 
f u n d a m e n t a l p r o b l e m o f a p p l y i n g o r i n t e r p r e t i n g s c r i p t u r a l 
t r a d i t i o n : 

So this g roup app ly themselves v igorous ly to a c q u i r i n g (the real i ty 
concerning) someth ing that has come d o w n i n the d iv ine reports from 
the side o f G o d (al-Haqq), and they begin by " p o l i s h i n g their hearts 
through acts o f dhikr a n d the rec i ta t ion o f the Q u r ' a n " (as specified i n 
the famous had i th ) , by e m p t y i n g the receptacle (of their hearts) f rom 
a l l i n q u i r y about cont ingent things, and th rough the presence o f careful 
attentiveness (to the inne r state o f their hearts, muràqaba) - a long w i t h 
observ ing the p u r i t y o f their o u t w a r d ac t ion th rough fo l lowing the 
l imi ts set by revela t ion . . . . (Such a person seeking insp i ra t ion) turns 
their thoughts comple te ly from their self (nafs), since that ( turning 
away) disperses their worr ies , a n d remains alone careful ly a t tending 
to their heart, at the D o o r o f their L o r d . T h e n w h e n G o d opens up 
this D o o r for the possessor o f such a heart , they realize a d iv ine Self-
manifes ta t ion (or " t h e o p h a n y " : tajalli) that is i n accordance w i t h their 
inner c o n d i t i o n . A n d th rough that ( inspira t ion they real ize) the re la t ion 
o f someth ing to G o d that they w o u l d never have da red to risk re la t ing 
to G o d before a n d w o u l d never have even a t t r ibu ted to G o d . . . [unless 
that were a l ready repor ted by the d iv ine prophets , i n w h i c h case they 
s t i l l c o u l d o n l y have accepted it o n faith]. B u t now that person appl ies 
that (newly revealed aspect o f the d iv ine) to G o d as verif ied and 
real ized k n o w i n g , because o f wha t was revealed to them through that 
d iv ine Self-manifesta t ion. 

B u t t h i s so r t o f " e x t r a - o r d i n a r y " e x p e r i e n c e o f d i v i n e i l l u m -
i n a t i o n is o n l y the first s t ep t o w a r d t h e s p i r i t u a l s t a t i o n o f 
" B e w i l d e r m e n t " : 

F o r after the first such Self-manifestat ion (the person exper ienc ing such 
an unexpec ted reve la t ion o f G o d ' s nature or ac t iv i ty i n the wor ld ) 
imagines that they have reached their goal and accompl i shed the 
matter , a n d that there is no th ing to be sought beyond that except for 
that (revelatory state) to cont inue . Bu t then another Self-manifestat ion 
occurs to them, w i t h s t i l l another qua l i ty a n d i m p l i c a t i o n (hukm) un l ike 
that o f the first - even though the (divine Rea l i ty ) manifes t ing I tse l f is 
undoub ted ly the same, i n the same pos i t ion as i n the first case. Af ter 
that s t i l l other Self-manifestations follow one another for that person, 
w i t h thei r different i m p l i c a t i o n s , so that th rough this (ongoing revel-
ation) the person comes to know that this mat ter has no end at w h i c h it 
migh t stop. O n l y then do they real ize that they have not perceived (or 
"a t t a ined" ) the d iv ine Ipseity (inniya), and that the d iv ine Essence 
(huwiya) cannot be made manifest to them, in that it is the Spirit (the rùh) 
of every theophany. So that person's " b e w i l d e r m e n t " increases, but there 



is great pleasure i n i t . . . [wh ich , I bn ' A r a b i hastens to a d d , is to ta l ly 
un l ike the different a n d quite frustrat ing " p e r p l e x i t y " o f ou r intel lect 
that is c a l l ed by the same name] . People l ike this have been raised 
above the cont ingent things (akwàn), so that they witness nothing but (God), 
and He is the object of their witnessing. .. . T h e i r state o f " b e w i l d e r m e n t " 
on ly grows more intense, a n d (because o f the in tens i ty o f the satis-
fact ion associated w i t h it) they o n l y seek to cont inue exper i enc ing those 
successive Self-manifestations. 

P e r h a p s s u c h a d e s c r i p t i o n , as is n o t i n f r e q u e n t l y t he ca se w i t h 
I b n ' A r a b i , m a y s e e m to a p p l y t o a s ta te o f the c o n t e m p l a t i n g h e a r t 
a l m o s t u n i m a g i n a b l y b e y o n d a n y t h i n g w e m i g h t c o n s i d e r p o s s i b l e 
i n o u r o w n e x p e r i e n c e . B u t as a l w a y s , t he S h a y k h r e t u r n s t o t h i s 
su b j e c t f r o m a n o t h e r p e r s p e c t i v e w h i c h m a y s u g g e s t t h a t t he f r u i t s 
o f s u c h i n s p i r a t i o n a r e i n fact n o t so f a r r e m o v e d f r o m t h i n g s w e 
h a v e a l r e a d y r e a l i z e d , i f w e c a n o n l y m a k e the e s s e n t i a l c o n n e c t i o n 
(the m y s t e r i o u s " c o r r e s p o n d e n c e " ) b e t w e e n h i s c o n c e p t s h e r e a n d 
the c o r r e s p o n d i n g s p i r i t u a l p h e n o m e n a . H i s n e x t e x t e n d e d d i s c u s -
s i o n o f t he h e a r t , i n C h a p t e r 5 4 ( I V , 2 6 8 - 7 7 ) o n t h e " A l l u s i o n s " 
(ishàràt) a n d t e c h n i c a l v o c a b u l a r y o f t h e S u f i s , i s a s t r i k i n g i l l u s -
t r a t i o n o f t h a t k i n d o f u n e x p e c t e d c o n n e c t i o n - a n d o f t h e f u n d a -
m e n t a l r o l e o f i n d i v i d u a l " p r e p a r e d n e s s " a n d ( h u m a n l y ) i n e x p l i c -
a b l e s p i r i t u a l " a p t i t u d e s " i n t h e r e a l i z a t i o n o f e v e r y t h i n g d i s c u s s e d 
i n t he Futùhàt: 

O n e o f the most as tonish ing things about this P a t h (of the people o f 
G o d ) , a n d someth ing that is o n l y found here, is the fact that there is 
no other g roup bea r ing a k i n d o f knowledge - whe ther the logic ians , 
g r a m m a r i a n s , ma themat i c i ans , geometr ic ians , theologians or ph i lo -
sophers - w h o do not also have a t echn ica l v o c a b u l a r y that the novice 
a m o n g them does not k n o w except by f requent ing a master or another 
one o f them: that is necessari ly the case. Excep t for the un ique case o f 
the people o f this P a t h , when a sincere seeker (murid) enters a m o n g 
them w h o does not k n o w a n y t h i n g at a l l about thei r t echn ica l t e rmin-
ology: indeed this phenomenon is precisely what a l lows them to know 
that person's sp i r i t ua l s incer i ty (sidq). F o r i f G o d has a l ready opened 
the eye o f that seeker's unders tand ing a n d that person has ( truly) taken 
the beg inn ing o f thei r sp i r i tua l " t a s t i n g " from G o d , then that person 
w i l l sit d o w n a m o n g them and speak w i t h them us ing their t e rmino logy 
i n the specia l way that no one else knows but t hem - even though that 
person k n e w no th ing before about the spec ia l expressions o f the people 
o f G o d ! F o r that sincere sp i r i t ua l seeker understands every th ing that 
they are t a l k i n g about , just as though that person were ac tua l ly the one 
w h o h a d dec ided u p o n those t echn ica l expressions; a n d that seeker 



( immedia te ly) jo ins t h e m i n us ing that language, wi thou t feel ing any 
strangeness about d o i n g so - indeed that person feels that the know-
ledge o f these expressions is immed ia t e ly self-evident a n d unavo idab le . 
It is as though they had always known that language, without knowing how they ever came to acquire it. 

I b n ' A r a b i ' s a l l u s i o n h e r e to t h e v a s t e x t e n t o f t h e " u n c o n s c i o u s " 
o r o r d i n a r i l y u n a r t i c u l a t e d s p i r i t u a l k n o w i n g a n d a w a r e n e s s o f t he 
h e a r t t h a t i s o f t en t a k e n for g r a n t e d p r e c i s e l y b y t h o s e w h o m o s t 
o b v i o u s l y possess i t is a p h e n o m e n o n t h a t e v e r y o n e h a s p r o b a b l y 
e n c o u n t e r e d a t o n e t i m e o r a n o t h e r , a n d n o t o n l y i n t h e h i s t o r y o f 
r e l i g i o n s . 

I V . T h e "Secrets o f P u r i f i c a t i o n " ( C h a p t e r 6 8 ) 

T h e n e x t d i s c u s s i o n s o f t h e H e a r t i n t he Futùhàt a r e i n t he l e n g t h y 
C h a p t e r 6 8 o n t h e " S e c r e t s o f P u r i t y " (asràr al-tahàra), w h e r e 
d i m e n s i o n s o f s p i r i t u a l " p u r i f i c a t i o n " a r e r a i s e d m o r e t h a n t w e n t y 
t i m e s , u s u a l l y i n i m p l i c i t o r e x p l i c i t c o n n e c t i o n w i t h p r a y e r ( the 
s u b j e c t o f t h e e v e n l o n g e r f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r ) . M a n y o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s 
p o i n t s t h e r e a b o u t r e a l i z i n g the c o n t e m p l a t i v e p o t e n t i a l o f t h e h e a r t 
a r e b o t h b r i e f a n d e x c e e d i n g l y p r a c t i c a l e v e n fo r t he u n i n i t i a t e d 
r e a d e r , w h i l e o t h e r s a r e a s t o n i s h i n g l y s u b t l e a n d f a r - r e a c h i n g i n 
t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s . W i t h i n t h i s a r t i c l e w e c a n h i g h l i g h t o r s u m -
m a r i z e o n l y a f ew o f t he m o s t i m p o r t a n t o f t h o s e p a s s a g e s . 

T o b e g i n w i t h , I b n ' A r a b i p o i n t s o u t ( V , 1 4 8 - 9 ) t h a t 

the d iv ine knowledge received d i rec t ly f rom G o d ' s Presence th rough 
revelat ion ('ilm ladunni ilahi mashrù') has a single taste - even i f the 
places where it is d r u n k 1 8 may differ, they do not differ i n be ing good: 
and whether it is good or better, it is a l l pure , w i thou t any cor rup-
t ion . . . F o r the prophets a n d saints and everyone w h o informs us from 
G o d a l l say the same t h i n g o f G o d . . . not differing a m o n g themselves, 
and c o n f i r m i n g one another - jus t as the pure r a in from the sky is not 
different w h e n it falls. 

So let the foundat ion o f your pur i f ica t ion o f y o u r heart be w i t h water 
l ike this - w i t h no th ing but knowledge k n o w n th rough d iv ine revela t ion 
(shar'), w h i c h has been l ikened to ra inwater . . . . then y o u r o w n essence 
and y o u r pur i f i ca t ion (of it) w i l l be l ike that sp r i ng f rom w h i c h water 
flows for th . A n d i f y o u shou ld differentiate sweetness or saltiness (in 
what is c l a i m e d to a l l be " r e v e a l e d " ra inwate r ) , then k n o w that y o u r 
percept ions are sound! T h i s is a topic to w h i c h I have not found anyone 
a l l u d i n g . A n d yet the person w h o eats sugar knows its sweetness l ike 
that, a n d knows that there is someth ing w r o n g w i t h the bitterness o f 
aloes: they don ' t need a " r a t i o n a l p r o o f " (dalil 'aqli) (to recognize the 



difference)! N o w I have defini te ly po in ted this out to y o u , so take m y 
i n d i c a t i o n to heart - a n d w a t c h out! 

N o w that that is es tabl ished, m y f r iend, start e m p l o y i n g the forms 
o f knowledge given b y the revela t ion (shar') i n (purifying) y o u r o w n 
essence, a n d use the knowings o f the saints a n d the true K n o w e r s w h o 
took t h e m from G o d i n your o w n sp i r i t ua l exercises a n d sp i r i t ua l efforts 
and exer t ions , re f ra in ing from the excesses (i.e., the desires) o f the 
b o d i l y members a n d the p rompt ings o f the egoistic self (the nafs). F o r i f 
y o u cannot d i s t ingu i sh between those waters (i.e., w h i c h are t ru ly pure 
and d i v i n e l y revealed, a n d w h i c h po l lu t ed by h u m a n interference), then 
know that someth ing is w r o n g w i t h your nature , that it has somehow 
been cor rup ted . I n that case we c a n do no th ing for y o u , except that 
G o d m a y he lp you , th rough H i s L o v i n g m e r c y . 

I t s h o u l d n o t be n e c e s s a r y t o u n d e r l i n e the c o n t i n u e d p r a c t i c a l 
r e l e v a n c e o f h i s r e m a r k s h e r e , o r t h e w a y t h e y a p p l y e q u a l l y t o 
e v e r y r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n . T h i s i n n a t e h u m a n a w a r e n e s s o f t h e right 
c o u r s e o f s p i r i t u a l a c t i o n , I b n ' A r a b i c o n t i n u e s ( V , 1 6 5 - 7 1 ) , i s a 
" p u r i f i c a t i o n " t h a t i s r e l i g i o u s l y o b l i g a t o r y 

for every responsible—rational person (every 'aqil, i n the legal sense 
o f that t e rm) . F o r that person is the one w h o unders tands from God 
('an Allah) what they are ordered and p r o h i b i t e d , a n d wha t G o d gives 
to t hem i n thei r innermost be ing ; they are the person w h o is able to 
d i s t ingu i sh , a m o n g the inner p rompt ings o f thei r heart , what comes 
from G o d and what f rom their egoistic se l f (nafs), wha t f rom the touch 
o f an angel or the t o u c h o f a d e v i l : and that is the fully human being (al-
insàn)! S o i f someone reaches that degree i n their sp i r i t ua l awareness 
(ma'rifa) a n d their d i scernment , and unders tands f rom G o d wha t H e 
wants f rom them, a n d t ru ly hears G o d ' s say ing that " the heart o f M y 
servant encompasses M e " : then it is ob l iga to ry for that person i n this 
s i tua t ion to use this (awareness) i n pu r i fy ing thei r heart a n d every other 
m e m b e r connected w i t h i t , i n the way G o d intends. 

T h e r e f o r e , t h e S h a y k h c o n c l u d e s ( V , 1 6 6 ) , t h i s i n n e r p u r i f i c a t i o n 
a n d d i s c e r n m e n t a r e a n o b l i g a t i o n f o r e v e r y s i n g l e r e s p o n s i b l e 
h u m a n b e i n g , w h e t h e r o r n o t t h e y ' v e e v e n h e a r d o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l 
f o r m s o f r e l i g i o n : 

O u r o w n w a y o f p roceed ing (our madhhab) is that all people in general -
whether they are a m o n g the people o f fa i th , o r kufr, or inner 
hypocr i tes - are "add re s sed" (mukhàtabùn: spoken to d i rec t ly by G o d i n 
their hearts) r egard ing the Sources o f the d iv ine W a y (the shari'a, i n its 
root sense) a n d its branches , a n d that they are a l l he ld responsible at 
the D a y o f the R i s i n g . 



" F o r u s , " he e x p l a i n s f u r t h e r o n ( V , 3 2 0 - 2 ) , "purification itself is 
an independent act of devotion." I n d e e d f o r I b n ' A r a b i , as w e h a v e 
a l r e a d y s e e n , i t i s i n a w a y the u l t i m a t e r o o t a n d a i m o f e v e r y a c t o f 
w o r s h i p . F r o m the t r a d i t i o n a l l e g a l p o i n t o f v i e w , o f c o u r s e , " i t 
m a y a l s o b e t he c o n d i t i o n for p r o p e r l y p e r f o r m i n g a n o t h e r a c t o f 
w o r s h i p a n d d e v o t i o n , e i t h e r a n e s s e n t i a l c o n d i t i o n o r o n e neces -
s a r y f o r i t s p r o p e r p e r f o r m a n c e , w h i l e fo r a n o t h e r a c t o f d e v o t i o n i t 
m a y be o n l y ' p r e f e r a b l e ' o r p a r t o f t he P r o p h e t ' s p e r s o n a l e x a m p l e 
(mustahabb o r sunna)." 

" T h e i n n e r s p i r i t u a l g r o u n d (hukm al-bàtin) f o r t h a t " , t h e 
S h a y k h c o n t i n u e s , " i s t h a t t he p u r i f i c a t i o n o f t h e h e a r t is a precon-
dition for o u r i n t i m a t e c o n v e r s e (munàjat) w i t h G o d o r for o u r 
c o n t e m p l a t i n g H i m — a c o n d i t i o n t h a t is a t o n c e b o t h o b l i g a t o r y (or 
' e s s e n t i a l ' ) a n d n e c e s s a r y fo r t h e p r o p e r r e a l i z a t i o n (o f t h a t s p i r -
i t u a l i n t i m a c y a n d t r u e c o n t e m p l a t i o n ) . " S o m e t i m e s , he a d d s , 

sp i r i tua l k n o w i n g may be an essential c o n d i t i o n for the soundness o f our 
faith i n a matter . A n d sometimes faith i n turn m a y be an essential 
cond i t i on as w e l l as a necessary c o n d i t i o n for assur ing the soundness o f 
our k n o w i n g th rough exper ient ia l " u n v e i l i n g " . H o w e v e r i n faith there is 
the pur i f i ca t ion o f the heart f rom be ing ve i l ed (from G o d ' s presence), 
wh i l e (spir i tual) k n o w i n g purifies the heart f rom ignorance and doubt 
and pretension. So purify your heart with both of those purifications (of faith 
and o f knowledge) : y o u w i l l rise h igh , th rough that, i n b o t h the wor lds , 
and t h rough it y o u w i l l a t ta in the knowledge o f the " T w o H a n d f u l s " 
(of h u m a n souls dest ined to suffering or bl iss) . 

A n d h e c o n c l u d e s : " A s for t he i n n e r s p i r i t u a l j u d g m e n t (hukm al-
bàtin) c o n c e r n i n g a l l o f t h i s , w e s a y t ha t e v e r y p r e s c r i b e d r e l i g i o u s 
a c t i o n t h a t is n o t p r e c e d e d b y t h i s p u r i f i c a t i o n t h r o u g h f a i t h is 
u n s o u n d b e c a u s e o f t h i s l a c k o f f a i t h . T h e r e f o r e f a i t h is n e c e s s a r y 
for e v e r y r e l i g i o u s a c t i o n " . 

I n h i s e n s u i n g d i s c u s s i o n ( V , 3 4 1 - 4 ) o f the p u r i f i c a t i o n s a p p r o -
p r i a t e t o t h e p i l g r i m v i s i t i n g t h e K a a b a — w h e t h e r t h a t " p i l g r i m -
a g e " be i n w a r d o r o u t w a r d - I b n ' A r a b i m a k e s t w o p o i n t s t h a t a r e 
v e r y s i m p l e , b u t p r a c t i c a l l y o f t he u t m o s t i m p o r t a n c e . T h e first 
c o n c e r n s t h e p r o p e r i n n e r a t t i t u d e to h a v e i n o u r r e l a t i o n s w i t h a l l 
t he o t h e r c r e a t u r e s , w h i c h i s t h e f u l l r e a l i z a t i o n o f t he v i r t u e o f 
ihsàn — o f " s e e i n g G o d " a n d t h e d i v i n e P r e s e n c e t h r o u g h a n d w i t h 
a l l t h i n g s : 

N o w sp i r i t ua l pur i f i ca t ion (tahàrat al-bàtin) - w h i c h is (pur i f ica t ion of) 
the heart is th rough l ibe ra t ing ourselves (from a l l a t tachments other 
than G o d ) , i n order to seek (Hi s ) f r iendship . A n d there is no (true) 
fr iendship a n d closeness w i t h G o d except t h rough freeing yourse l f f rom 



the creatures, insofar as y o u used to cons ider them (only) i n l ight o f 
their r e la t ion to yourse l f (to y o u r ego or nafs) a n d not t h rough G o d (and 
the r ea l i za t ion o f His a ims i n thei r regard) . 

T h e S h a y k h ' s s e c o n d p o i n t i s m a d e i n r e g a r d to the s p i r i t u a l 
e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e p i l g r i m w i t h r e g a r d t o t he " t r e a s u r e " a n d b l e s s -
i n g a n d g u i d a n c e t h a t t h e P r o p h e t has m e n t i o n e d as b e i n g r e s e r v e d 
for t h o s e v i s i t i n g t he " H o u s e (o r T e m p l e : al-bayt) o f G o d " : 

So cons ider the one w h o comes to c i r c u m a m b u l a t e (the K a a b a ) , when 
he has t u rned to his heart after go ing a r o u n d (the H o u s e ) . I f he finds an 
" i n c r e a s e " i n his awareness o f his L o r d a n d a " c l ea r i n d i c a t i o n " (from 
G o d ) that he d i d not have before, then he knows f rom that that he has 
p roper ly c a r r i ed out his pur i f i ca t ion for en ter ing M e c c a . B u t i f he finds 
none o f that (in his hear t ) , then he knows that he has fai led to purify 
himself , d i d not come to his L o r d , and so d i d not ( truly) go a r o u n d H i s 
House . F o r it is imposs ib le that anyone shou ld come to stay w i t h a 
noble a n d wea l thy host, en ter ing into his house, a n d yet not experience 
his h o s p i t a l i t y ! . . . I f such a person " c a m e c lo se" (to G o d ' s H o u s e ) , they 
o n l y came close to the rocks, not to the Essence (or the Source : al-
'ayn) — M a y G o d place us a m o n g the possessors o f hearts, the people 
o f G o d a n d those close to H i m ! 

T h i s p r o c e s s o f i n n e r p u r i f i c a t i o n o b l i g a t o r y for a l l w o r s h i p a n d 
d e v o t i o n , I b n ' A r a b i c o n s t a n t l y r e i t e r a t e s , is a l w a y s c h a n g i n g a n d 
a l w a y s e s s e n t i a l ( V , 3 4 9 ) : 

T h e pur i f i ca t ion o f the heart (is ob l iga tory) so that it m a y be j o i n e d 
w i t h its L o r d , a n d so that its sp i r i t ua l a sp i ra t ion m a y be j o i n e d i n in t i -
mate converse (munàjàt) w i t h H i m th rough the r a i s ing o f the v e i l f rom 
(the servant ' s heart) . . . . S o it is necessary for anyone w h o is seeking 
this state (of the heart 's in t r ins ic i n t i m a c y w i t h G o d ) to pur i fy them-
selves w i t h a special pur i f i ca t ion . Indeed I say that every state o f the 
servant w i t h G o d requires its o w n special pur i f i ca t ion . 

A t t h i s p o i n t ( V , 3 4 6 - 7 ) I b n ' A r a b i a d d s a s p e c i a l w a r n i n g , b u t 
o n e w h i c h a l s o h i g h l i g h t s h i s t y p i c a l r e l i a n c e o n t h e a c t u a l c o n -
s e q u e n c e s o f s p i r i t u a l effort — a n d the s e n s i t i v i t y o f e a c h i n d i v i d -
u a l ' s h e a r t - i n o v e r c o m i n g these r e c u r r e n t d a n g e r s o f the P a t h : 

N o w the guard ians (the bawwàbs o f the heart) m a y somet imes be s leeping 
or d i s t rac ted , so that the secret p rompt ings (khawàtir) o f the c a r n a l souls 
and the devi l s find n o t h i n g to keep them from enter ing that person's heart. 
I n that case, w h e n that person says "Labbayk!" [ "Here I a m , L o r d ! " , 
the t r ad i t i ona l p i l g r i m ' s ca l l ] w i t h their tongue, i m a g i n i n g that they are 
c o m i n g i n response to the c a l l o f their L o r d , they are on ly responding to 



the p r o m p t i n g o f their o w n nafs o r o f a d e v i l c a l l i n g to t hem i n thei r 
heart. 

A n d I b n ' A r a b i goes o n to d e s c r i b e t h e g l e e o f t h a t e v e r - p r e s e n t 
i m p o s t o r i n t h u s f o o l i n g t h e d e l u d e d s e e k e r . . . " S o ' I f it w e r e n o t 
f o r the G e n e r o s i t y o f G o d a n d H i s L o v i n g m e r c y ' - t h r o u g h t h e 
t o n g u e o f o u r i n n e r s p i r i t u a l s t a te (lisàn al-bàtin wa-l-hàl) a n d the 
s p i r i t u a l i n t e n t i o n (niya) p r e c e d i n g tha t e v e n t , " s u c h a p e r s o n w h o 
w a s i m p e r f e c t l y p u r i f i e d w o u l d s u r e l y e n c o u n t e r t h e " d i r e su f fer -
i n g " m e n t i o n e d i n t h a t s a m e v e r s e ( 2 4 : 1 4 ) . B u t i n r e a l i t y , as he 
i n s i s t s i n a n o t h e r e x t r a o r d i n a r y p a s s a g e o f t h i s s a m e c h a p t e r , i t i s 
n e c e s s a r y t o t a k e a m u c h m o r e c o m p r e h e n s i v e v i e w o f the p r o v i d -
e n t i a l d i v i n e " C a r i n g " ('inàya) a n d " O u t w i t t i n g " (makar) w i t h 
r e g a r d t o I b l i s a n d the d e v i l s , a p r o o f o f G o d ' s M e r c y a n d G r a c e 
t h a t i s u l t i m a t e l y m a n i f e s t e d p r e c i s e l y t h r o u g h t h e m u l t i t u d e o f 
s u c h m e m o r a b l e s p i r i t u a l " m i s h a p s " a n d d e l u s i o n s t h a t e a c h p e r s o n 
i n e v i t a b l y e x p e r i e n c e s o v e r t i m e . 

T h i s is w h y , I b n ' A r a b i e x p l a i n s ( V , 3 5 4 - 6 ) , " i t i s n e c e s s a r y to 
p u r i f y t he h e a r t f r o m the ' t o u c h o f S a t a n ' " - w h i c h he h a s else-
w h e r e i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e p a s s i o n o f b l i n d a n g e r , sakht — " w h e n i t 
d e s c e n d s o n t h e h e a r t a n d t o u c h e s t he i n n e r b e i n g o f a p e r s o n . " 
A n d t h a t p u r i f i c a t i o n o f the h e a r t is t h r o u g h t he " t o u c h o f t he 
a n g e l " , w h i c h is t h e m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f G o d ' s p r o v i d e n t i a l C a r i n g fo r 
the h e a r t a t t h a t p o i n t . A s he goes o n t o e x p l a i n : 

A n d i f the h a d i t h o f G o d ' s " T w o F i n g e r s " a l l uded to that (mysterious 
w o r k i n g o f G r a c e a n d d iv ine P rov idence ) , then both o f those F ingers are 
L o v i n g m e r c y (rahma)... since i f it were not for G o d ' s L o v i n g m e r c y for 
H i s servant t h rough that touch o f the d e v i l , the servant w o u l d never 
receive thei r r eward for coun te r ing that p r o m p t i n g (of the devi l ) a n d 
t u r n i n g a w a y from it to the work o f the angel 's t ouch (i.e., the exper i -
ence o f repentance a n d d iv ine G r a c e ) , so that the servant acquires two 
rewards (for the inner struggle, a n d for the eventual repentance a n d 
right ac t ion) . A n d that is w h y we say that G o d a t t r ibu ted bo th (of those 
" T w o F i n g e r s " ) to the D i v i n e N a m e "the A l l - M e r c i f u l " (al-Rahman). 

T h i s p o i n t , w h i c h h a s so o f t e n b e e n t r e a t e d as p a r a d o x i c a l o r 
e v e n h e r e t i c a l b y l a t e r I s l a m i c c r i t i c s o f t h e S h a y k h , i n fact c o u l d 
n o t be m o r e c e n t r a l to I b n ' A r a b i ' s c o m p r e h e n s i v e a w a r e n e s s o f the 
p r o c e s s e s o f s p i r i t u a l g r o w t h a n d t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , o n b o t h the i n d i -
v i d u a l a n d l a r g e r c o s m i c l e v e l s . F o r i n a p a s s a g e so l o n g t h a t i t c a n 
o n l y be s u m m a r i z e d h e r e , I b n ' A r a b i c a r e f u l l y p o i n t s o u t h o w the 
d e v i l a l w a y s e n d s u p a c c o m p l i s h i n g the e x a c t o p p o s i t e o f w h a t he 
i n t e n d e d , as t he r e s u l t s o f h i s d e c e p t i o n e v e n t u a l l y p u s h t he s e r v a n t 
t o r eg re t — " t h e g rea t e s t o f t he p i l l a r s o f r e p e n t a n c e a n d r e t u r n t o 



G o d " , as t h e S h a y k h c a l l s i t - a n d t h e n t o t r u e r e - t u r n i n g to G o d 
(tawba). T h u s t he " v i c t i m " o f S a t a n 

has the r e w a r d o f the shahid [here not o n l y " m a r t y r " , but also the l i te ra l 
"witness" o f G o d ' s L o v e a n d M e r c y ] because o f the occurrence o f that 
act (of t u r n i n g to G o d ) i n h i m . A n d the shahid (as conf i rmed by Q u r ' a n 
and h a d i t h al ike) is alive, not dead - for wha t life c o u l d be greater than 
the L i f e o f hearts together w i t h G o d , i n whatever ac t iv i ty that m a y be?! 
F o r the presence (of the heart) w i t h fa i th , i n the face o f the oppos i t ion 
(of Sa tan ) , renders that ac t ion al ive w i t h the L i fe o f the (divine) 
Presence. 

S o t h i s , I b n ' A r a b i c o n c l u d e s ( V , 3 5 6 ) , is a g a i n w h y b o t h d i v i n e 
" F i n g e r s " - a l t h o u g h t h e y a p p e a r to u s , i n t e r m s o f o u r o w n d u a l -
i s t i c f e e l i n g s a n d j u d g m e n t s o f o u r e x p e r i e n c e , as d i a m e t r i c a l l y 
o p p o s e d — a r e i n fac t e q u a l l y i n s t r u m e n t s o f G o d ' s L o v e a n d 
M e r c y : 

I f (the devi l ) knew that G o d was bless ing the servant , t h rough the 
dev i l ' s t ouch , w i t h a specia l sort o f happiness , then he w o u l d n ' t have 
done any o f that. B u t this is the d iv ine C u n n i n g (makar Allah) t h rough 
w h i c h H e fools Ib l i s , a n d I have not seen anyone else a l lude to that. 
A n d indeed were it not for m y k n o w i n g Ib l i s a n d be ing aware o f his 
ignorance a n d his c o m p u l s i o n that dr ives h i m to counter ( G o d ) , I too 
w o u l d not have a l l u d e d to t h i s . . . B u t this is wha t encouraged me to 
m e n t i o n this , because the d e v i l can never stop at those occasions (for 
tempta t ion) because o f his v e i l , t h rough his c o m p u l s i o n to make the 
servant suffer a n d his ignorance that G o d is (always) t u r n i n g (to 
forgive) the servant. F o r G o d a lways c u n n i n g l y deceives someone i n 
such a w a y that they themselves fai l to notice i t , even i f others are able 
to see wha t is rea l ly happen ing! 

T h e p r e c e d i n g d i s c u s s i o n h i g h l i g h t s o n e o f t he a c t i v e p r i n c i p l e s 
o f s p i r i t u a l l i f e u n d e r l y i n g o n e o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s m o s t s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 
a n d i l l u m i n a t i n g p i e c e s o f p r a c t i c a l a d v i c e ( V , 359—60) r e g a r d i n g 
t h i s o n g o i n g p u r i f i c a t i o n o f t he h e a r t a n d the w a y i t t r a n s f o r m s 
e v e r y s i n g l e e v e n t o f o u r l i f e , i n n e r o r o u t e r , i n t o a f u r t h e r o c c a s i o n 
for d i s c o v e r i n g t he s ec r e t s o f o u r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h G o d : 

N o w the K n o w e r finds i n one o f his sp i r i t ua l states a con t rac t ion or 
expans ion (qabd aw bast) whose immedia t e cause (sabab) he does not 
know. A n d for the people o f the P a t h this is (always) a signif icant 
matter . F o r he knows that this (uncer ta inty as to the m e a n i n g o f this 
experience) is due to his unconsciousness or heedlessness (ghafla) w i t h 
regard to careful ly obse rv ing his heart a n d his sp i r i t ua l in ten t ion - a n d 



to his lack o f sp i r i t ua l ins ight (basirà) i n g rasp ing the inner correspond-
ence o f that state w i t h the (spir i tual) mat ter w h i c h that (divine) A t t r i -
bute caused h i m to experience. I n that case what is incumben t o n (the 
K n o w e r ) is to surrender (taslim) to the eventua l effects o f the (divine) 
Decree , u n t i l he sees wha t that gives rise to i n the future. 

Bu t i f the K n o w e r recognizes (the inner reason for that pa r t i cu la r 
exper ience) , then he shou ld pur i fy h i m s e l f th rough be ing comple te ly 
present w i t h G o d i n his knowledge o f those correspondences, so that he 
does not become unaware o f wha t has come to h i m f rom G o d th rough 
these " sanc t i fy ing sp i r i t ua l exper iences" (wàridàt al-taqdìs) - so that he 
is not unaware o f w h i c h (divine) N a m e became (real) to h i m th rough 
that exper ience , and w h i c h N a m e came to be th rough h i m , a n d w h i c h 
N a m e is ac tua l ly in f luenc ing h i m at that ins tant , c aus ing h i m to c a l l out 
for that experience. So these (spi r i tua l ly " e d u c a t i o n a l " d imens ions o f 
our exper ience rea l ized by the K n o w e r , sooner or later) are three: the 
name that is c a l l i n g (to the K n o w e r ) , the name that is ca l l ed (into 
being) th rough h i m , a n d the name that is (at this instant) c o m i n g over 
h i m . O f course there is no possible correspondence (of this sort) 
th rough w h i c h G o d , i n H i s Essence, migh t be (u l t imate ly) c i r c u m -
scr ibed to us or th rough u s . . . B u t th rough H i s N a m e s we are con-
nected (wi th H i m ) , th rough those N a m e s we take o n H i s q u a l i t i e s , 1 9 

and th rough them we become rea l i zed (or " b e c o m e t ransformed t o w a r d 
what is R e a l " : natahaqqaq) - and G o d makes this possible! 

T h e n e x t set o f a l l u s i o n s t o t he h e a r t ' s " p u r i f i c a t i o n " i n t h i s 
c h a p t e r ( V , 3 6 3 - 6 ) s t a n d s o u t i n e v e r y p o s s i b l e w a y f r o m t h e 
d i s c u s s i o n s t h a t s u r r o u n d i t . T h e p a s s a g e i t s e l f is a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y 
a n i l l u s t r a t i o n o f t ha t q u i n t e s s e n t i a l s p i r i t u a l t e a c h i n g d e s t i n e d f o r 
the " e l i t e o f t h e e l i t e " w h i c h I b n ' A r a b i , i n a k e y p a s s a g e o f h i s 
I n t r o d u c t i o n , 2 0 c l a i m s t o h a v e i n t e n t i o n a l l y " s c a t t e r e d " t h r o u g h -
o u t the Futùhàt. A n a d e q u a t e t r a n s l a t i o n a n d c o m m e n t a r y w o u l d 
r e q u i r e a s e p a r a t e a r t i c l e , b u t the r e a l d i f f i c u l t y , as o n e m i g h t 
e x p e c t o f s u c h a l e s s o n , h a s n o t h i n g at a l l to d o w i t h i t s l a n g u a g e . 
T h e e s s e n t i a l p o i n t c l e a r l y has s o m e t h i n g t o d o w i t h o v e r c o m i n g 
s p i r i t u a l " d u a l i s m " - b u t at a f u n d a m e n t a l l e v e l o f d e p t h a n d 
s u b t l e t y , a n d o f n e c e s s a r i l y p e r s o n a l a n d n e a r l y i n e f f a b l e i n t e n s i t y , 
c o n s i d e r a b l y m o r e p r o f o u n d t h a n i n t h e p a s s a g e s w e h a v e j u s t 
d i s c u s s e d . T h e s e c t i o n b e g i n s w i t h a d i s c u s s i o n o f d i s t i n c t l y s p i r -
i t u a l q u a l i t i e s t h a t , a c c o r d i n g t o I b n ' A r a b i , r e q u i r e a c o m p l e t e 
b o d i l y a b l u t i o n (ghusl) - a n ac t o f p u r i f i c a t i o n t h a t I s l a m i c l a w 
t y p i c a l l y r e q u i r e s for v e r y d i f f e r en t t y p e s a n d c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f 
" i m p u r i t y " . I b n ' A r a b i ' s m o v e m e n t h e r e b e y o n d t h e r e c e i v e d 
f o r m s o f I s l a m i c l a w , w h i c h s e rve as at l ea s t the o s t e n s i b l e p o i n t o f 
d e p a r t u r e fo r a l l o f h i s o t h e r d i s c u s s i o n s o f s p i r i t u a l p u r i f i c a t i o n i n 
the res t o f C h a p t e r 6 8 , is a l r e a d y a d r a m a t i c s i g n o f the u n i q u e 
c h a r a c t e r o f t h i s s e c t i o n . T h e l a r g e s t p a r t o f t he p a s s a g e , h o w e v e r , 



is a s t r a n g e a n d i n s o m e w a y s m e t a p h y s i c a l l y " c o m p r e h e n s i v e " 
c a t a l o g u e o f s p i r i t u a l o r o n t o l o g i c a l s ta tes a n d q u a l i t i e s . 

T h e c h a p t e r (or " D o o r " : bab h a s b o t h m e a n i n g s ) 2 1 o p e n s as 
f o l l o w s : 

N o w we have a l ready establ ished that janàba (the techn ica l l ega l te rm 
for a major ritual i m p u r i t y r e q u i r i n g the to ta l b o d i l y ab lu t ion) is ghurba 
(a state o f " e x i l e " , "es t rangement" , o r " r e m o v a l " from one's r ight fu l 
p lace) . A n d here that is the exi le o f the servant f rom his rightful home-
l a n d w h i c h he deserves - a n d that is n o t h i n g but the state o f pure 
se rvanthood ('ubùdìya). O r that ( impur i ty ) is the estrangement o f an 
at t r ibute o f " L o r d s h i p " from its r ightful h o m e l a n d (in G o d ) , so that 
someone (wrongful ly) ascribes it to themselves or uses it to describe 
some cont ingent creature or another. N o w there is no d i s p u t i n g that 
one must be pur i f ied f rom this ques t ion. 

So y o u must k n o w that this single to ta l ab l u t i o n men t ioned here i n 
this chap te r branches in to 150 sp i r i t ua l states, a n d that the servant , i n 
his heart , must be comple t e ly pur i f ied f rom every single one o f those 
states. So we w i l l m e n t i o n to y o u the essence ('ayn) o f each one o f them, 
i f G o d w i l l s , i n ten sections, each sect ion c o n t a i n i n g fifteen states, so 
that y o u w i l l recognize how y o u (should?) meet t hem w h e n they occur 
to the heart o f the servant. Because they must i n e v i t a b l y occur to every 
heart, bo th o f o r d i n a r y people a n d o f the (spir i tual) e l i t e 2 2 - a n d G o d 
gives suppor t a n d in sp i r a t i on , there is no power but th rough H i m ! 

W h i l e t he a d e q u a t e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h i s s t r a n g e c a t a l o g u e o f s p i r -
i t u a l s t a tes w o u l d be v e r y l o n g , w e c a n at leas t n o t e t h a t i t i n c l u d e s 
a n u m b e r o f w h a t w o u l d o r d i n a r i l y b e v i e w e d as " o p p o s i t e " o r 
c o n t r a r y s ta tes (at l eas t p a r t i a l l y r e m i n i s c e n t o f t he l i s t s o f d i v i n e 
N a m e s i n t h e h a d i t h a n d e l s e w h e r e ) : e . g . , t h i s w o r l d a n d the o t h e r 
w o r l d , l i f e a n d d e a t h , m e r c y a n d a n g e r , a n d so o n , a l t h o u g h t he 
v a s t m a j o r i t y a re o f w h a t w o u l d o r d i n a r i l y be t a k e n as p o s i t i v e a n d 
e v e n r a r e l y a c h i e v e d s p i r i t u a l v i r t u e s . T h e c a t a l o g u e , w i t h n o o t h e r 
e x p l a n a t i o n o r a m p l i f i c a t i o n , i s f o l l o w e d b y the f o l l o w i n g r e m a r k s : 

Y o u mus t k n o w - m a y G o d support us a n d Y o u w i t h a S p i r i t f rom 
H i m ! - that a c c o r d i n g to the school (madhhab) o f the people o f G o d and 
H i s eli te a m o n g the people o f sp i r i t ua l unve i l i ng , it is ob l iga to ry for 
every h u m a n be ing to comple te ly pur i fy their heart and thei r inner 
be ing f rom eve ry th ing that we have men t ioned i n these (ten) sections, 
as w e l l as eve ry th ing else each o f these sp i r i t ua l states inc ludes w h i c h 
we d i d not men t ion , for fear o f be ing too long . T h e r e is no dispute 
a m o n g the people o f immed ia t e s p i r i t u a l experience ("tast ings") 
c o n c e r n i n g that. B u t those w h o seek to pur i fy themselves f rom most o f 
them w i l l need an abundance o f difficult k n o w l e d g e 2 3 conce rn ing the 
proper ways to become pur i f ied from wha t we have ment ioned ; a n d 
some o f these states m a y serve as pur i f ica t ions f rom others! 



L a t e r i n t h e s a m e c h a p t e r , I b n ' A r a b i ' s e x p l a n a t i o n o f the p r o p e r 
" t i m e s " fo r p u r i f i c a t i o n a l s o b e g i n s to m o v e m o r e o p e n l y b e y o n d 
the r i t u a l o r l e g a l c o n t e x t s t h a t a re t h e u s u a l o c c a s i o n for s u c h 
d i s c u s s i o n s i n t h i s c h a p t e r , as i n t he f o l l o w i n g p a s s a g e ( V , 3 7 4 ) : 

N o w the pur i f ica t ion o f a l l things is w i t h a n d t h rough G o d (bi-l-Haqq). 
So i f someone becomes heedless o f the (heart 's p r i m o r d i a l ) wi tness ing 
(of G o d ) a n d instead sees their self (or " e g o " , the nafs) t ak ing the differ-
ent k inds o f k n o w i n g that G o d is (always) caus ing to descend o n the 
heart, they must be pur i f ied because o f thei r seeing thei r o w n ego-self 
(rather t ha n G o d ) . 

I n the same way , i f we shou ld happen to encounter another person i n 
a mat ter i n such a w a y that we teach them, ei ther t h rough ou r state or 
our words , a n d i f that teaching flows f rom our presence (wi th G o d ) , 
then no pur i f i ca t ion is necessary, for we have not left ou r state o f p u r i t y 
(with G o d ) . B u t i f we shou ld notice our o w n self (our nafs) i n the p ro -
cess o f t each ing another person th rough ou r words or ou r state, then pu r i -
fication is absolute ly ob l iga to ry for us, because o f ou r n o t i c i n g ou r self. 
F o r the people o f G o d i n this P a t h do every th ing that they do w i t h a n d 
th rough G o d , out o f their wi tness ing and u n v e i l i n g o f a n d from H i m . 

O f c o u r s e t he v e r y a w a r e n e s s o f t h i s h i d d e n " c o r r u p t i o n " o r u n -
c o n s c i o u s h y p o c r i s y , a n d o u r c o r r e s p o n d i n g n e e d fo r p u r i f i c a t i o n , 
is i t s e l f a k i n d o f gif t o f d i v i n e G r a c e , as I b n ' A r a b i r e c a l l s i n t h i s 
p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l l y p r e c i s e s u m m a r y ( V , 4 3 5 ) : 

Therefore the " t i m e " o r " m o m e n t " o f pur i f ica t ion i n the sp i r i tua l sense 
(fi-l-bàtin), for us, is whenever one has specif ical ly r ea l i zed the (etern-
a l ly unfolding) connec t ion between the d i v i n e " A d d r e s s " to the person 
obl iga ted by it (the mukallaf) r egard ing wha t is i n c u m b e n t o n t hem 
both i n w a r d l y a n d ou tward ly . I n sp i r i tua l terms, that is a d iv ine Self-
manifes ta t ion that suddenly comes over thei r heart, w h i c h is c a l l e d i n 
the P a t h a "surpr ise a t t ack" (hujùm). 

A n d finally, n e a r t h e v e r y e n d o f t h i s c h a p t e r (at V , 4 9 9 ) , I b n 
' A r a b i r e s t a t e s e v e r y t h i n g as s i m p l y as p o s s i b l e : 

F o r G o d sees no th ing o f the h u m a n being (al-insàn) but the heart. S o it 
is i ncumben t on the servant that their heart shou ld a lways a n d con t inu -
a l ly be pure , because it is the place G o d sees i n them. 

V . C o n c l u s i o n 

A t t h i s p o i n t w e h a v e f o l l o w e d I b n ' A r a b i ' s l e s sons o n the h e a r t 
a n d c o n t e m p l a t i o n as f a r as h i s l o n g c h a p t e r o n the sec re t s o f 



p r a y e r ( C h a p t e r 6 9 ) , w h i c h w o u l d r e q u i r e s e v e r a l l e n g t h y v o l u m e s 
t o t r a n s l a t e i n t o E n g l i s h . S o i t i s fitting to c o n c l u d e w i t h w h a t he 
says t h e r e ( V I , 2 1 7 - 1 9 ) a b o u t t he p u z z l i n g Q u r ' a n i c v e r s e (50:37) 
w i t h w h i c h w e b e g a n , i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e m o m e n t s o f silence 
d u r i n g t h e r i t u a l p r a y e r : 

So i t is ob l iga to ry for the servant, w h e n he has finished rec i t ing the 
verse (in p rayer ) , to "listen attentively, while he is witnessing" 
(50:37). Therefore (the person pray ing) becomes si lent , so that he can 
see wha t G o d is s ay ing to h i m conce rn ing that, as is on ly appropr ia te 
behav io r (adab) w i t h G o d . F o r we must not in te r rupt someone w h o is 
speak ing to us, s ince that is on ly p roper etiquette even i n o r d i n a r y 
conversa t ions - a n d G o d is far more deserv ing that we shou ld be that 
way w i t h H i m ! 

. . . T h a t is h o w this mat ter remains between the listener a n d the O n e 
speak ing to h i m , so that the l is tener migh t g a i n benefit (from that silent 
pure r ece iv ing i n prayer ) . K n o w that k ings do not take a person wi thou t 
proper adab to sit w i t h them, no r to converse w i t h t hem at n ight , nor to 
be the i r in t ima te c o m p a n i o n . 

Notes 

1. T o m i n i m i z e the n u m b e r and extent o f notes, references to the A r a b i c 
passages f rom the Futùhàt t ransla ted here are usua l ly g iven w i t h i n the 
text o f the art icle a n d have been l i m i t e d to the chap te r n u m b e r a n d , i n 
parentheses, the v o l u m e a n d page numbers of the t rans la ted passage 
i n the n e w O . Y a h y a C a i r o ed i t ion (extending to v o l . X I I I , C h a p t e r 
106). C e r t a i n recurrent key A r a b i c terms (adab, hal, nafs, etc.) wi thout 
any ready E n g l i s h equiva len t have been exp l a ined i n a note at thei r 
first occurrence a n d are then used (in i tal ics) w i thou t any further 
exp l ana t ion . T h e E n g l i s h w o r d " G o d " has usua l ly been used to trans-
late al-Haqq ( " T h e T r u l y R e a l " , " T h e U l t i m a t e R e a l i t y " , etc.) -
w h i c h I b n ' A r a b i t y p i c a l l y uses more often t h an "Allah" w h e n speak-
i n g p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l l y or o f ac tua l sp i r i t ua l experience - because o f 
the awkwardness a n d un fami l i a r i t y o f any more exact E n g l i s h 
t rans la t ions . 

2. T o ci te on ly two o f the most expl ic i t statements o f this perspect ive i n 
the Futùhàt: " N o w the T r u l y R e a l (al-Haqq) is the V i s i o n (basar) o f the 
w o r l d , a n d H e is the Seer (al-Rà'ì) ( in the ' m i r r o r ' o f a l l created 
t h i n g s ) . . . and every th ing that appears is a s ign p o i n t i n g to the Seer, 
W h o is the T r u l y R e a l : so reflect - a n d k n o w w h o y o u rea l ly are!" 
(Chap te r 3 7 1 / v o l . III [Beirut edn] , p . 443) . " Therefore the gaze of (every) 
person who looks never leaves God, nor is it even possible for it to do so." ( C h a p -
ter 73, ques t ion 67). 



3. F o r other verses (besides 50:37) connec t ing the H e a r t w i t h dhikr or 
R e m e m b r a n c e o f G o d , see 8:2, 13:28, 18:28, 3 9 : 2 2 - 3 ; for d iv ine 
s t rengthening and support or h a r m o n i z a t i o n o f Hea r t s , see verses 2:97, 
3:103, 8:11, 8:63, 18:14, 28:10, 57:27, 64:11; for the beatific 
" t r a n q u i l i t y " (itmi'nàn al-qalb) o f the H e a r t s o f those w i t h fai th, see 
verses 3:126, 5:113, 8:10, 13 :28 -9 , 16:106, a n d 48:4 (the sakina). 

4. A m o n g the verses on pur i f ica t ion o f the H e a r t (either by G o d or by 
the i n d i v i d u a l ) , see 5:41, 8:11, 26:89, 33:53, 37:84; for " h u m b l i n g " or 
" so f ten ing" o f the " s o u n d " a n d " m i n d f u l " heart, verses 8:2, 22:32, 22: 
35, 22:54, 50:33, 57:16. 

5. T h e image o f " r u s t i n g " i n this connec t ion is also found i n the Q u r ' a n : 
"and what they were acquir ing has rusted o n their Hearts" 
(83:14). 

6. See the t rans la t ion o f his o w n exp lana t ion o f his in tent ions , audiences 
and co r re spond ing rhe tor ica l a n d compos i t i ona l procedures, f rom his 
In t roduc t ion to the Futùhàt, i n ou r ar t icle " H o w to S tudy the Futùhàt: 
I b n ' A r a b i ' s O w n A d v i c e " , i n Muhyiddin Ibn 'Arabi, A Commemorative 
Volume (ed. S. H i r t ens t e in a n d M . T i e r n a n ) , Shaftesbury, E l e m e n t 
Books , 1993, pp. 7 3 - 8 9 . 

7. N o t surpr i s ing ly , g iven the author 's repeatedly avowed in sp i r a t ion a n d 
intent ions, the experience o f s tudy ing the Futùhàt — despite the more 
obvious o u t w a r d differences i n structure a n d rhetor ic - is r emarkab ly 
s imi l a r to the ongo ing process o f read ing the Q u r ' a n . M o s t obv ious ly , 
no one c a n ever seriously c l a i m to be " f i n i s h e d " r ead ing any part o f 
the Futùhàt: i n l ight o f the reader 's o w n c h a n g i n g experiences, each 
chapter c o n t i n u a l l y reveals new facets a n d new themat ic connect ions 
and complex i t i es at each encounter . L i k e w i s e it is ce r t a in ly not sur-
pr i s ing , for anyone w h o has spent m u c h t ime s tudy ing this book, that 
no one (to the best o f our knowledge) has ever a t tempted either a 
s tyl is t ic " i m i t a t i o n " o f its unique rhetoric a n d s t ructure or a compre-
hensive " c o m m e n t a r y " o f the k i n d so frequently a t tached to the Fusus 
al-Hikam. 

8. T h i s a l ludes to the var ious "ques t i on ings" r ega rd ing ou r ear th ly 
s tewardship o f G o d ' s " B l e s s i n g s " , al-Na'im, ment ioned i n the Q u r ' a n 
and h a d i t h accounts o f the Resur rec t ion . 

9. D i r e c t l y a l l u d i n g to the famous hadith qudsi d iscussed i n Sec t ion I 
above. 

10. I.e., the appropr ia te inner sp i r i tua l att i tude and its express ion i n r ight 
ac t ion at each moment . (The t ransl i terated A r a b i c t e rm is often used 
alone i n subsequent occurrences.) 

11. T h i s passage e x p l i c i t l y recalls the specific imagery o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s 
open ing au tob iog raph ica l p o e m quoted above. See also the longer 
d iscuss ion o f the heart as the " D o o r " (or " G a t e " , bab) between G o d 
and the soul i n the t rans la ted selections o n prayer f rom C h a p t e r 41 
be low. 

12. T h i s ve ry impor tan t passage o f C h a p t e r 68 (vol . V , pp . 3 5 4 - 6 ) , 
regard ing G o d ' s u l t imate " d u p i n g " (makar) o f Ib l i s , is discussed a n d 
pa r t i a l l y t ransla ted i n Sec t ion I V below. T h e c r u c i a l passage o f the 



same chap te r o n the " n o n - d u a l i s m " u l t ima t e ly requ i red by true mono-
the i sm (at V , 3 6 3 - 7 ) is also an impor tan t exp lana t ion o f the p rofound 
s ignif icance o f the S h a y k h ' s a l l u s ion to the " t w o R i g h t H a n d s " here. 

13. I.e., f rom the " a u s p i c i o u s " o r " fo r tuna te" Source: there is an inten-
t i ona l p u n here o n the root m e a n i n g o f the A r a b i c te rm al-yaman. 
W h i l e the cen t ra l i ty o f the image o f the " B r e a t h o f the A l l - M e r c i f u l " is 
f a m i l i a r to a l l readers o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s Fusùs, it is w o r t h m e n t i o n i n g 
that these pa r t i cu l a r had i t h (and thei r related me taphys ica l i m p l i -
cat ions) also under l i e the c o m p l e x imagery o f the " m o r n i n g breezes" 
and other w inds that are one o f the recurrent sets o f symbols th rough-
out la ter I s lamica te mys t i c a l poetry, i n Pe r s i an , T u r k i s h , U r d u , etc. 

14. T h e words for " r e c i t i n g " i n this passage are a l l d r a w n from the A r a b i c 
t e rm (talàwa) usua l ly l i m i t e d to the rec i ta t ion o f the Q u r ' a n i t se l f (the 
d iv ine " B o o k " a n d " S p e e c h " men t ioned be low) , w h i c h is a cen t ra l 
element i n the t r ad i t i ona l fo rm o f I s l a m i c r i t u a l prayer (salàt): that 
s t andard reci ta t ion o f Q u r ' a n i c verses d u r i n g the prayer is assumed as 
the b a c k g r o u n d for this section's d iv ine " r e v e r s a l " o f the usual v is ib le 
roles i n prayer . 

15. T h e i m a g e r y here a l ludes to the famous " D i v i n e S a y i n g " that forms 
the b a c k g r o u n d for the entire p reced ing passage: " O u r L o r d descends 
every n ight to the heaven o f this w o r l d w h e n the last t h i r d o f the night 
remains , a n d then H e says: ' / am the King! Whoever calls on Me, I answer 
them. Whoever asks (something) of Me, I give to them. Whoever requests My 

forgiveness, I forgive them.'" T h e say ing is i n c l u d e d i n I b n ' A r a b i ' s o w n 
co l l ec t ion o f such h a d i t h , the Mishkàt al-Anwar (no. 56, pp . 8 6 - 7 in the 
F r e n c h t rans la t ion) , a n d is recorded i n a lmost a l l the c a n o n i c a l S u n n i 
had i t h co l lec t ions . 

It m a y help to reca l l that i n C h a p t e r 34 ( I I I , 3 2 0 - 3 2 ) , the S h a y k h 
had a l ready exp l a ined that the "Night", i n this had i th , "is the place of 
the descent in time of God and His Attribute" (of creat ive L o v i n g m e r c y , 
rahma), a n d this " las t t h i r d o f the n i g h t " - w h i c h , he insists there, 
lasts forever - is therefore the " C o m p l e t e H u m a n B e i n g " (al-insàn 
al-kàmil), w i t h the first two " t h i r d s " be ing respect ively the Q u r ' a n i c 
"the heavens and the earth", the h u m a n being 's on to log ica l " t w o 
parents" . 

16. T h e t e rm I b n ' A r a b i employs here ('isma) was more c o m m o n l y re-
served for heated theo log ica l debates about the purpor ted "sinless-
ness" or i n f a l l i b i l i t y o f the prophets (and for Shi i tes , the I m a m s ) . T h e 
S h a y k h ' s usage o f it here (and elsewhere i n the Futùhàt) is d i s t inc t ive ly 
personal a n d meant to be in ten t iona l ly t r o u b l i n g , "de -cons t ruc t i ng" 
the current men ta l categories and assumpt ions that presupposed 
r a d i c a l , even h u m a n l y incomprehens ib le , distances between the 
cond i t ions o f the prophets a n d those o f o r d i n a r y h u m a n souls. 

17. T h e Fasl al-Ma'àrif, o r " F i r s t Sect ion , C o n c e r n i n g the (fundamental) 
F o r m s o f K n o w l e d g e " (I, 7 5 - 8 3 i n the F ih r i s t o r " T a b l e o f C o n -
tents") , c o m p r i s i n g Chap te r s 1-73 (of 560 i n a l l ) . T h i s section is the 
first o f a to ta l o f six such major d iv i s ions , but covers cons ide rab ly more 
than a quar te r o f the to ta l length o f the book. 



18. L i t e r a l l y , the d iv ine " res tauran t s" (matà'im) or "p laces for t a s t i ng" 
this i n sp i r ed sp i r i t ua l k n o w i n g . 

19. A n a l lu s ion to the w e l l - k n o w n had i th : " take on as y o u r qual i t ies o f 
character the m o r a l character is t ics o f G o d (takhallaqù bi-akhlàq 
Allah)". 

20. See ou r t rans la t ion a n d analysis o f that key section o f the In t roduc t ion 
to the Futùhàt i n the ar t ic le c i ted i n n . 6 above. 

21. I b n ' A r a b i uses a mul t i t ude o f other terms to describe a n d set apart 
the var ious subsections (often quite numerous) o f the i n d i v i d u a l 
chapters o f the Futùhàt. It is therefore very s t r i k ing that he uses the 
iden t i ca l t e rm (bab) to describe this short — but very unusua l - section 
o f C h a p t e r 68. 

22. T h i s qua l i t y o f be ing equa l ly " t r u e " a n d app l icab le to the elite and 
unenl igh tened al ike is also one o f the d is t inc t ive character is t ics o f the 
specia l w i s d o m o f the "el i te o f the e l i te" ident i f ied i n the key passage 
o f I b n ' A r a b i ' s I n t roduc t ion c i t ed i n n . 20. 

23. F o l l o w i n g the Y a h y a edi t ion 's readings, a l though the adjective here 
might also be construed (with the shift o f a single dot) as " i n n a t e " or 
" i nhe ren t " , " i n s t i n c t i v e " knowledge , a r ead ing that m a y better fit the 
sense o f the passage. 


