God Is Reality:

Metaphysical Knowledge and
Spiritual Realization

~ Seyyed Hossein Nasr

! ! Yo attain knowledge of Ultimate Reality, which is meta-

physical knowledge par excellence, is not only a possi-

bility for man, but human intelligence may be said to
have its raison d’étre in the attainment of that knowledge and man
himself can be defined as the being created for the consciousness of
the Absolute and awareness of God as Reality. Man in his present
- terrestrial nature (or what Christianity calls fallen man, and par-
ticularly modern man, who is no longer protected by the merciful
guidance of tradition) has forgotten who he is. He has lost aware-
ness of his primordial nature or what Islam calls al-fitrab. An
inversion has taken place within him which has atrophied the power
of his intelligence and veiled the eye of his heart by which he can
“see” God as Reality and what appears as reality to the eyes of
fallen man as relativity and veil.!

In fallen man the center has in a sense become the periphery
and the periphery the center. The solvent heart from which flows
the spring of Divine Knowledge has become frozen and solidified,
while the adamantine mind, which should reflect the light of the
Divine Sun like a clear, cut diamond, has become solvent like a
flowing stream of unending images and thoughts impossible to
control and opaque to the illuminating rays of the Intellect. The
deepest yearnings of the soul (which should be towards the center
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or the heart, interiorized toward that locus wherein resides the
“Throne of Divine Mercy,” to quote the Islamic doctrine) have
become externalized so that man seeks avidly through never-ending
outward dissipation the peace that resides in that “kingdom of
God which is within you.” Meanwhile, those radiations of mercy
and generosity, which in the case of the spiritual man flow out-
ward to fill the surrounding ambience with grace and light, are
turned inside toward the ego to further strengthen its shell and
fire its passions.

To regain the state of that man who can know Ultimate Reality
(in the sense of realized knowledge) there must be spiritual disci-
pline and a grace, both of which can in fact issue in a valid way
only from a living, orthodox tradition possessing a Divine Origin
and roots which are sunk deeply into the spiritual ground of all
terrestrial existence, and not from concoctions made up for the
marketplace by purblind leaders of the blind. Spiritual discipline,
with all the different modes that it possesses in various traditions,
possesses this universal goal of the remolding of man in such a
way that he becomes himself and gains that primordial perfection
wherein he realizes God as Reality or the Absolute as Ultimate
Reality. Spiritual discipline, which is notto be equated with
religious and moral discipline, is dispensed only by a qualified
master for the sake of spiritual realization. If religious and moral
discipline, which is for all human beings, enables man to be
saved, spiritual discipline, meant for those capable of following
its demands and requirements, allows him to be delivered from the
| bondage of limitative existence and to gain principal knowledge
whose highest mode is the knowledge of the Principle as such.2

There is in man something that must contract and die; some-
thing that must expand and overflow the boundaries of his limited
existence; and finally a substance which can know the Ultimate
Reality and “become” one with It because it is already a spark of
Divinity and was in reality never separated from Ultimate Reality.
It is that spiritual heart which is not only the “Throne of the
Compassionate” according to the Quranic dictum “The Heart of
the Faithful is the Throne of the Compassionate” (galb al-mu’in
‘arsh al-rahman), but also the “instrument of knowledge” by which
that reality is known. That is why the Sufi who knows God as
Reality is called “he who knows by God” (al-’arif bi’Llah). The
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path of spiritual realization can be summarized, therefore, in the
three grand stages of contraction, expansion, and union, the modes
differing according to the particular techniques and methods of the
path in question.

The path can also be summarized in the famous stages of the
alchemical process, alchemy itself being a science of the soul
with a symbolic language to describe the stages of the cure of the
soul from its imperfections, the process being solve et coagula.
Before gold, that is, the incorruptible perfect metal which symbol-
izes the soul of the saint, is made, that which is coagulated and
solidified in the base metal must be melted and dissolved. The
element which must be dissolved is the hardened heart; it must be
melted so that the spring of Divine Knowledge can flow from it.
And what must be “coagulated,” hardened, and crystallized or
stilled is-the ever moving mind which, because of the incessant flow
of thoughts and images within it, is incapable of reflecting the
knowledge of the heart upon the mental plane.

In any case, spiritual discipline and realization are necessary
for the attainment of a realized knowledge of Ultimate Reality,
although it must be remembered that since human intelligence
was made for such a knowledge, an intuition of metaphysical
knowledge is always possible; for the wind doth blow where it
listeth. In a traditional world, moreover, the fruit of spiritual
realization in a sense flows beyond the boundary of those immedi-
ately concerned and the presence of both revelation and intellec-
tual intuition prevent channels of knowledge from becoming
limited to the external senses and the ratiocination based upon
data drawn from them. In the traditional world, reality is still
related to Divinity, in contrast to the situation which one observes
in the modern world, where what appears as reality is depleted of
the sense of the sacred.

The sensualist and empirical epistemology, which has domi-
nated the horizon of Western man in the modern period, has
succeeded in reducing reality to the world experienced by the
external senses hence removing the concepts of “reality” as a
category pertaining to God. The consequence of this change in the
very meaning of “reality” has been nothing less than catastrophic,
reducing God and in fact all spiritual realms of being to the
category of the abstract and finally to the unreal. At the base of the
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only in the sense that no limit can be set upon Him, but also in the
sense that He as ultimate reality contains all possibilities.
Metaphysically, He is the All-Possibility.6 When the Bible states
that with God all things are possible or the Quran asserts that God
has power over all things, these scriptural statements must not be
understood only in the usual theological sense of alluding to
God’s infinite power. They also refer to God’s nature as the All-
Possibility and confirm in another language the Quranic verse: “In
His hands is to be found the dominion (malakit) of all things.”
That is, the essential reality of all things is to be found in the
Divine Nature. It is perhaps useful to recall that the words
“possibility,” “puissance,” and “potentiality” are from the same
root. To say that God is the All-Powerful, the All-Potent is also
to say that He is the All-Possibility. ,

The understanding of the Divine Infinity is so essential to an
adequate doctrine of the nature of God that its neglect has been the
main cause for the philosophical objections to the religious idea of
God as goodness and perfection, the source of all that is good and
at the same time creator of an imperfect world. No problem has
been as troublesome to Western man’s understanding of God as
presented in the mainstream of Christian theology than the famous
problem of theodicy, that is, the question of the creation of a world
in which there is evil by a Creator who is good. The lack of a
complete metaphysical doctrine in the modern West has brought
about the eclipse of the doctrine of Divine Infinity and the grades of
manifestion or levels of being, with the help of which it is possible
to understand perfectly well why a world in which there is evil
has its origin in God who is pure goodness.

Here it is necessary to add that there would in fact be no
agnostics around if only one were able to teach metaphysics to
everyone. One cannot expect everyone to comprehend metaphysics
any more than one could expect everyone to understand physics or
mathematics. But strangely enough, whereas modern man accepts
the discoveries of physics on faith and is willing to undergo the
necessary training to master the subject in case he wishes to under-
stand physics himself, unlike the traditional man of faith he does
not extend this faith to the fruits of metaphysical knowledge.
Without willing to undergo the necessary discipline, which in the
case of traditional metaphysics and in contrast to modern science
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includes moral and spiritual considerations, modern man expects
to understand metaphysics immediately, without any preparation.
If he fails to comprehend, then he rejects the very possibility of that
knowledge which alone can solve the antinomonies and apparent
contradictions of the problem of theodicy and evil, and he does not
even accept the revealed truth on the basis of faith, as was the case
of traditional man who usually possessed a greater awareness of
his own limitations than does his modern counterpart.

In any case, the doctrine of the Divine Infinity makes it possible
to understand why there is a world which is limited and imperfect.
The Divine contains all possibilities including the possibility of
its own negation without which it would not be infinite. But this
possibility implies a projection towards nothingness which, however,
is never reached. This projection constitutes the world, or rather
the mafly worlds standing below their Divine Origin. Since only
God is good, this projection or elongation mleans of necessity
separation from the source of goodness and hence the appearance of
evil which is a kind of “crystallization of nothingness,” real on its
own level of existence but an illusion before God who alone is
Reality as such. The root of the world resides in the infinity of the
Divine Nature.

The metaphysical doctrine of God as absolute and infinite is
contained in an explicit fashion in the Quranic chapter called
“Unity” or Sincerity, al-Tawhid or al-Ikhlas (CXIII), which accord-
ing to Muslims summarizes the Islamic doctrine of God concern-
ing the Divine Nature. The chapter is as follows:

In the Name of God - Most Merciful, Most Compassionate
Say: He is God, the One (al-ahad)!

God, the eternal Refuge (al-samad)!

He begetteth not nor was He begotten.

And there is none like unto Him.

The “Say” (qul) already refers to the source of manifestation in
the Divine Principle, to the Logos which is at once the Divine
Instrument of Manifestation and the source of manifestation in the
Divine Order. He (huwa) is the Divine Essence, God in Himself,
God as such or in His suchness. Al-ahad attests not only to God’s
oneness but also to His absoluteness. God is one because He is
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